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    YOU KNOW, SURPRISINGLY, they don’t sell a lot of brains in the local 24-hour grocery store around the corner from my house. And, believe it or not, they don’t really like it when you ask about them. At least, not the sleepy college kid working the only open cash register the night I become a zombie.


    “Hi, yeah, listen, uh …Tad? Tad, I’m looking for, well, see, my, uhhm …grandfather …is coming into town this weekend, and he really likes, well, believe it or not, he loves brains. Don’t look at me like that. I guess they ate them on the farm when he was growing up or something, but …do you know where I could find any?”


    “Tad,” or so says the name tag on his chest, looks past me, around me, out into the parking lot, and everywhere but at me before finally saying, “Very funny.” Then he stares at me, as if to say, without words, “I’m too smart to be punk’d. Even if it is two in the morning and there’s not another soul around for miles.”


    “It’s not a prank, Tad. Seriously. I looked all over the meat department, found tubs of chicken livers, something called ‘chitterlings’—not sure I want to go there—even a big, gray cow’s tongue, but …no brains. So …do you know where I could find them? I mean, I’m asking as a customer”—here I hold up the insanely fat roll of $20 bills Dad keeps in a cookie jar in the kitchen in case of an emergency (which, I think you’ll agree, this is)—”so I’m really not trying to prank you.”


    He sighs, reaches for a curvy microphone next to his cash register, pushes a button at the base, and says, “Harvey, I’m sending a live one back to the butcher for a few pounds of, get this …brains….”
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  Dedication


  For my lovely wife, Martha, who’s had to put up with my zombie shenanigans for far too long now.
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    Zombie Picnic


    



    



    


    


    


    


    


    


    The graveyard is calm at this hour, an appropriately full moon shining down on acres of freshly mown lawn and miles of evenly spaced headstones. Their endless rows are surprisingly calming; it’s almost like I’m staring at a big mouth with thousands of teeth smiling just for me. Though the air is chilly this time of year, it’s clear, making everything clean, crisp, and high-resolution; death in hi-def.


    I always thought this was a particularly nonspooky cemetery as far as cemeteries go. Most of the ones you see on TV or in the movies are purposefully creepy crawly, gruesome affairs, with crooked headstones leaning and fences broken and the graves overgrown with dried, dead bushes and looking, I suppose, about the way you figure a cemetery should look.


    Here in Florida, they take their graveyards pretty darn seriously.


    The fence doesn’t creak when you walk by, there is no pack of feral black cats roaming the grounds, the grass is ballpark green, the headstones are all straight, a nice unbroken sidewalk runs the length of the graveyard, the grave markers are clean, and the flowers are all fresh.


    I use the moonlight to inspect the contents of the picnic basket at my feet.


    Four cans of Mountain Dew?


    Check.


    Plastic forks and knives?


    Check.


    Plastic plates?


    Check.


    Paper napkins?


    Check.


    Handcuffs if things go south?


    Check.


    Leg chains if things go really south?


    Check.


    Hatchet if things go really, really south?


    Check.


    Fresh brains?


    Double-check.


    I smile, shut the picnic basket, clasp it tight, and pat the top for good measure. Clouds move across the moon but, thanks to my new zombie vision, I can still see fine, thank you very much. (Even if everything looks a little …yellow. But that’s okay; you get used to it after awhile.)


    The grave at my feet is fresh. Half the folded white chairs are still lined up in the back with the rest stacked neatly on a metal dolly someone forgot to haul back to the funeral parlor come closing time. Well, no surprises there. After all that’s gone down in the last few days, who can blame the gravediggers for being underpaid and overworked?


    I don’t need to look at my watch to tell me it’s been nearly 72 hours since I turned him, so by now he should be just beginning to stir down there, six feet under. I sigh, grab the shovel I brought from the back of the truck, and start digging. It’s hard work, true enough, but I like the constant motion. Zombies tend to get a little stiff after awhile, so anything we can do to keep moving, to keep our joints from freezing up and stiffening out, well, more’s the better, I always say.


    I make quick work of the top layer of soil, step into the grave itself, and dig some more. I take my time; no use exerting myself before our big reunion. I form a kind of musical rhythm here in this empty graveyard on this moonlit night: shovel in, scoop out, over the shoulder, back again; shovel in, scoop out, over the shoulder, back again. Like that, over and over, until finally the rhythm is interrupted by my shovel hitting casket wood, giving off a shower of fresh, varnished splinters.


    I step aside, squeeze alongside the casket, and use the hard end of my shovel like a trowel to carefully scrape away the thin layer of dirt covering the top. When the coating is gone and wood is all that remains, I lean on my shovel, stretch my back, wipe my forehead out of habit (zombies don’t sweat), and listen for a minute or two.


    I smile at the sounds of shuffling coming from inside; nothing too terribly urgent, just the generally spooky sounds of funeral tuxedo against coffin satin. (Trust me: once you hear it, you never forget it.) Just to make sure I’m dealing with a good zombie and not a bad one (yeah, actually, there is a difference), I tap the top of the coffin with my stiff new army boots. Tap, tap, tap.


    I wait, glad for the still, autumn night, until I hear the urgent response beneath my feet: tap, tap, tap. That’s my boy. I use the end of the shovel to pry the casket open and listen to the hiss as the hydraulic cover slowly rises like the trunk of Dad’s reliable old station wagon.


    Inside lies a statuesque young man with pale skin, a blue tux, and the most deliciously delectable curl dangling across his marble white forehead. I know I haven’t been a zombie all that long, but I actually think it’s ruined me for regular guys.


    Back when I was a Normal, I always had a thing for jocks. You know, the robustness, the ruddy skin, the muscles bulging out of sweaty gray tank tops, the suntans …the tan lines. But now? I gotta tell you, something about the pale skin, the 0 percent body fat, the no heartbeat, and those deep, dark circles under the eyes is really bringing it home for me.


    And this one? This one’s got all that in spades.


    He smiles faintly, though aimlessly, perhaps in response to the moonlight flooding down rather than to seeing the girl who actually put him in the casket in the first place. At any rate, he certainly doesn’t seem too panicked about waking up six feet under in a wooden box, satin-lined and expensive though it may be.


    “Who are you?” he asks quietly. “And why are you carrying that shovel? And where am I? And whose tux is this? And why is it …blue?”


    Ah, Fresh Meat; always with the questions. I shoosh him with a pale finger to my gray lips, tasting fresh grave dirt and shovel splinters and swiftly wiping them off on my black cargo pants. Then I haul him out of the casket, drag him up out of the grave, sit him down, open the picnic basket, show him the fresh brains, and watch his eyes. Light. Up.


    As he makes short work of the first brain, I sigh, filling in his grave a little more speedily than I dug it out and patting down the top layer so it looks relatively undisturbed. By then he’s halfway through the second brain, and before I can say, “Hey, save some for me,” he’s sitting back in his musty tuxedo, patting his stomach and burping.


    I crack open a fresh can of Mountain Dew and hand it to him.


    “Thanks, Maddy,” he says finally, sleepy eyes full of recognition, drowsy smile full of gray matter and gore. I shake my head, sigh, and join him on the fresh sod next to his even fresher grave. Hey, we’re not exactly Leo and Kate on the bow of the Titanic, but when you and your boyfriend are both dead (sorry, undead), trust me, you take what you can get.
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  The Curse of Third Period Home Ec


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  MY HOME EC class is cursed. Well, that is, if you believe my best friend, Hazel (who’s always been a tad prone to histrionics, so—all I’m saying is maybe you shouldn’t believe her).


  We’re now two weeks into Muffin Madness Month in Third Period Home Ec, but do you think that matters to Hazel? No, not one bit. How do I know? Because, while I’m stirring together the dry ingredients for our Mexican corn bread muffins, Hazel is still staring at Missy Cunningham’s empty stool.


  Just like she did yesterday, and the day before that, and the day before that.


  And before she started staring at Missy Cunningham’s empty stool, it was Sally Kellogg’s. And before that, it was Amy Jaspers’. (Hmmm, come to think of it, there might be something to this Home Ec Curse after all.)


  “Come on, Hazel,” I say with mounting irritation. “Those eggs aren’t going to break themselves.”


  “Ugghh.” She sighs, sliding them over our flour-dusted cooking station so I can do the deed. “You know I’m a vegetarian. A strict vegetarian. Breaking eggs? That’s like committing murder.” When I raise an eyebrow, she counters, “Well, at least, poultry abortion.”


  Hmm, for a strict vegetarian, she sure didn’t mind when I swung by to pick her up for school this morning with a bagful of Egg McMuffins on the passenger seat. I guess it’s not really “egg abortion” once they’re slathered on a hot steaming grill, fried in crackling grease, covered with Canadian bacon, and slid into a toasted English muffin with a bubbling blanket of American cheese.


  I shake my head, not amused, and glance at the butter-stained recipe card before breaking in the four eggs. “Thanks for the help,” I say, waving a floury hand in front of her eyes, which have glazed over completely while she’s been staring at Missy’s empty stool. “Hazel, seriously, enough with the whole Home Ec Curse thing, okay? It’s been over a week of this now, me cooking muffin recipe after muffin recipe, you staring at Missy’s empty stool. You’re starting to creep me out already.”


  “Creeping you out?” She finally glances in my direction. “You’re the one baking like there’s no tomorrow, like nothing’s going on here, like we’re not in some kind of …cursed …Home Ec room.”


  “Cursed.” I scoff. “Hazel, quit overdramatizing things. I mean, I know it’s physically impossible for you not to make a mountain out of a molehill, but at least try. For me? Just this once? Statistically speaking, it’s not even that big a surprise that we’ve …lost …a few students this year.”


  Hazel looks at me like I’m an alien pod person who’s just inhabited her best friend’s body and hasn’t quite gotten a grasp of these things called human emotions yet. “Lost? What’s that, some kind of code for ‘not one, not two, but three of your fellow Home Ec students have died since the school year started’? Not gone missing, not run away, not gone on to star in an episode of 16 and Pregnant. Died! As in, dead, forever, six feet under, worm food! And let me remind you, Maddy, it’s only mid-October. That’s, like, well, that’s like one student a month! If that’s not a curse, well, I don’t know what is.”


  I’d look around to see if anybody is listening, but ever since our fellow students have started dropping like flies, Home Ec class really is a ghost town lately. Most students transferred out after Missy’s accident last week, and the rest, like Hazel and I, really, really needed the easy A to round out our college transcripts. Otherwise, trust me, coolest Home Ec teacher on the planet or not, Hazel and I would have bugged out after “accident” number two.


  “No, it’s not code for anything,” I finally answer, “but, I mean, accidents do happen.” As I argue, I can’t help but wonder who I’m trying so hard to convince.


  “Yes, Maddy, accidents do happen—to old people, to sick people, to careless people, to reckless drivers, to stoners and drunks. But to little Missy Cunningham, who never crossed a bike path without a crossing guard in tow? To Sally Kellogg, who was so fat she could have fallen down a flight of stairs and bounced right back up without a scratch? And to poor Amy Jaspers, who, God love her, was so scared of her own shadow she only left her house to come to school and go right back home every day? Come on, Maddy. Wise up. I don’t see why you’re ignoring the facts. I mean, you’re supposed to be the logical one in this best friendship. So why am I the one making the most sense right now?”


  I give Hazel a knowing scowl and open my mouth to lecture her, but before I can, she sees where I’m headed.


  “And, Maddy,” she says, “please don’t give me the ‘I’m the coroner’s daughter, I think I would know if our Home Ec class was cursed’ speech again, okay? I’ve heard it three times this week, and I don’t need to hear it again.”


  “Well,” I say, using my frustration at Hazel’s unreasonableness to mix the lumps right out of our muffins, “I am the coroner’s daughter, and I like to think I would know if our Home Ec class was …cursed. There, I said it, but only because it’s true, Hazel.”


  And it was. Back in August, Amy Jaspers fell into a ditch and broke her neck on the way to school one morning. Coroner’s determination? Accident. Then, in September, Sally Kellogg choked on a chicken leg. Coroner’s determination? Accident. And finally, last week, poor Missy Cunningham fell asleep while driving home after work late one night and drove into a light pole. Coroner’s determination? Accident. It just so happened, all three girls were in our junior Home Ec class. (Emphasis on were.)


  Hence, Hazel’s new fascination with the fabled Curse of Third Period Home Ec.


  “Girls?” Ms. Haskins nods toward our oven timer, which indicates 15 minutes left. “Cutting it a little close this morning, aren’t we?”


  You know that one teacher in school who’s cool enough to be your best friend? Who’s hot enough to be your girl crush? Who’s fashionable enough to be a guest judge on Project Runway? Who’s smart enough to make Alex Trebek look like one of those clowns from Jackass? Well, at Barracuda Bay High School, that role is currently being played by none other than our Third Period Home Ec teacher, Ms. Haskins.


  Ms. Haskins still has one of those young girl voices, a little throaty, a little scratchy, like maybe she could be a VJ on MTV or a spokesperson for a young, hip bikini company.


  I mumble something about “stubborn lumps in our batter,” and Ms. Haskins winks knowingly before moving on to the next table. The perfume wafting from her sultry departure quails on anything we could ever bake for her.


  I look at Ms. Haskins as she walks away.


  Hazel does, too. “At least Ms. Haskins is still in mourning,” she says. “You could learn a thing or two about sensitivity for your fallen classmates from her.”


  I have to admit, ever since her Third Period Home Ec class became “cursed,” Ms. Haskins’ wardrobe has shifted from the fun, funky, vibrant red tones she wore the first week of school to a dowdier black-and-white and black-and-gray and black ensemble.


  Today she has on sensible but stylish black pumps, a semitight gray skirt, a black beaded tank top under a matching gray, summer-weight blazer with black buttons. She always wears her hair up on cooking days, and today it’s held in place with two black wooden chopsticks. And, of course, her glasses are black with sleek, stylish rectangular rims.


  At last the muffins are done, and I open the oven to reveal a bubbling tin full of soft, crusty Mexican corn bread hissing steam and oozing another fresh A for dear old Table 2. The smell is enough to rouse even Hazel from her staring match with Missy’s barren stool. She and I split the first muffin and share our approval.


  Then I slice them, plate them, and promptly hand them over to Hazel. It’s a tradition during “share time,” the last 10 minutes or so of class when we go around the room sampling each other’s mostly delectable muffin creations, that Hazel does the presenting.


  Forget the fact that I did all the work, that I beat the eggs and sifted the flour and poured the batter and Hazel’s done nothing but stare at Missy’s stool all morning. This is Hazel’s show, and I’m merely the assistant chef. After all, this isn’t about Hazel getting us another A or Hazel pleasing Ms. Haskins or even Hazel helping me. As usual, this is all about Hazel.


  Not that I mind all that much. In the 11 years since we’ve been best friends, ever since she walked up to me in my backyard one summer day and said, “I’m your new neighbor; we’re going to be best friends. Any questions?” it’s always been about Hazel.


  Hazel the Girl Scout.


  Hazel the wannabe fashion designer.


  Hazel the head of Cheer Club.


  Hazel the class secretary.


  But that works for me. Hazel likes to be out front; I’m happy hanging in the back. Hazel likes to talk; I like to listen. Hazel likes bright pink; I like faded khaki. Hazel likes to make the introductions; I’m happy being quickly forgotten.


  It’s not that I’m a wallflower, per se. Far from it. I have my own style, low-key as it is, my own friends (okay, my own friend), my own passions, my own pursuits. It’s just that, well, none of them are quite as interesting—or quite so obvious—as Hazel’s.


  So we go around the classroom, mostly deserted now, the dozen or so students still brave, or stupid, or desperate, enough to sit in Third Period Home Ec sharing hooded smiles and muffin slices while Hazel works the room.


  “Like the crusty tops?” she asks Table 4 with a flourish. “I added butter for the last five minutes.”


  Complete lie!


  Mimicking pouring a can with her bubblegum-pink-painted fingers, she stage-whispers to Table 6, “The secret to the fluffy innards is leaving in just a little juice from the can of Mexican corn.”


  Also an utter fabrication.


  At last we find ourselves lingering a few steps away from the darkest, coldest, emptiest corner of the room, and Hazel’s show abruptly, unapologetically ends.


  “Good luck,” she whispers, already backing away from the dreaded Table 9.


  “Come on, Hazel,” I say. “Don’t do this to me again. Just once it’d be nice if you came with me back here and had my back.”


  “No way,” she says, inching back, back toward the safety of Table 2 and our own little neck of the Home Ec class woods. “I tried that the first week of school, and he practically spit my pig-in-a-blanket back on the serving tray.”


  “Just …Hazel …please.” My back is turned to Table 9. It’s all to no avail. Already she’s perched her ample rump on her tiny stool, arms crossed tightly across her chest and texting God-knows-who to keep from looking guilty (it’s not working). And so it’s up to me again to face Table 9 all by my lonesome.


  Not that I blame Hazel, of course.


  After all, it is here that Bones sits. Bones, he of the gangly six feet four, 160-pound frame, of the ever present white ski cap, even in Florida’s trademark 90-degree weather, the shiny white track suit, and the spotless white sneakers.


  But it’s not his height or even his weight that earned him the nickname Bones. (Come to think of it, I don’t even know his real name.) It’s his nearly skeletal face. Pale as the white plate on which only a few slivers of our Mexican corn bread muffins now remain, his cheeks are hollow, his eyes shrunken, his lips razor thin and pulled back from his large, almost horselike teeth.


  And his eyes—ugghh—they’re this kind of filmy yellow, like maybe he hasn’t quite gotten over some rare disease or something. I mean, I know I shouldn’t make fun of a diseased person, and normally I wouldn’t, but there’s something so inherently unlikable about Bones that it’s impossible to have any charity in my heart for him what. So. Ever.


  I would skip Bones’ corner altogether and get right back to explaining to Hazel why our Home Ec class isn’t cursed, but it’s not only how the muffins taste that affects our grade. Presentation is a big part as well. (Hence Hazel’s weekly “come taste my world-famous muffins” tour.)


  Out of the corner of my eye, I see Ms. Haskins watching my performance, so I stride right up to Bones who, high atop a stool at his station, subtly looks down on me. “Care for a nibble, Bones?” I don’t know why I say it; it just comes out. Abject fear will do that to a person.


  He snickers. “Anytime, Maddy. After all, you do look good enough to eat.” His voice is deep, like black-hole deep, and dry; we’re talking fall-leaf dry.


  “Of the corn bread,” I insist, deadpan, holding out the plate for emphasis.


  He shakes his head.


  “Your loss,” I say under my breath as I turn around. I’m thinking, Phew, at least that’s over with for the week!


  Then he reaches his hand out to grab me, and it’s like my arm’s being dipped in ice water up to the elbow. The cold from his skin is jarring, not just unsettling or flinchworthy but actually jarring, and his grip is like a steel bear trap on my arm.


  “Let …me …go,” I whisper, struggling to break free. On my fourth or fifth yank, he finally unhands me and I would be sailing across the room if his better half, Dahlia Caruthers, weren’t standing right there to catch me.


  “Watch it!” She shoves me off of her and back into Bones.


  I shiver again. It’s like bouncing from one glacier to another. Gheez, they really need to work on the ventilation back here; these kids are freezing to death. (Maybe that’s why they’re so mean all the time.)


  “Sorry. I was just offering Bones a taste of our corn bread.”


  Dahlia smiles, inching forward, her own plate held high. Whereas my plate is mostly empty, hers is almost completely full. I can see why. While, thanks to Hazel—or so she would have the class believe—our corn bread is fluffy and moist, tender and juicy, theirs is dry and thin, almost like Mexican biscotti left out for a month.


  “Try a little of this,” Dahlia says.


  Though Bones is a decade out of style and centuries out of touch, Dahlia is on the cutting edge fashionwise, her violet bangs cut clipper-straight across her powdered white forehead, her lashes thick and black, her maroon lip gloss creamy and sparkly at the same time.


  The weird thing is, and maybe this is why they’re a couple but …she has yellow eyes, too. Don’t get me wrong. They’re much easier to take on Dahlia than they are on Bones, but who’da thunk the only two folks in Barracuda Bay High School with yellow eyes would hook up?


  Her look is somewhere between Goth and glam, with a heavy dose of glitter and gloss for good measure. Today she has on high-heeled black wedges, burgundy hose, a leather miniskirt, and a sheer platinum bustier under a white leather jacket. Barely five feet five, she is Mutt to Bones’ Jeff (or is it Jeff to his Mutt)? Either way, even though she’s actually an inch shorter than me, she seems a foot taller, thanks, no doubt, to her brass balls and titanium confidence.


  I notice that somehow Dahlia has managed to nudge me even closer to Bones. So now, with an oven on one side and a row of fake kitchen cabinets on the other, I am effectively hemmed into their dark little corner of our Home Ec universe. Over Dahlia’s head I see Ms. Haskins bent over her grade book, her back to me, so I turn to Dahlia and grab a biscotti-slash-corn bread plank and take a bite to keep the peace and get out of this cold, dark corner alive.


  Wow, it’s bad. Deathly bad. Just …awful.


  “Well?” she says.


  I hear the stool slide out from beneath Bones. I can feel his eyes on my back as he stands to his full height; if we were outside, he might block out the sun.


  I cough, then swallow dryly. “Not bad. I’m thinking maybe next time, less flour and more butter …you know, to make it a smidge flakier.” (Did I just say smidge? I did, didn’t I?)


  I’m stammering, trying to find anything nice to say, when the bell finally rings. I smile, thinking, Saved by the bell, but Bones and Dahlia hardly budge. If anything, they move closer.


  “Guys, seriously, didn’t you hear? The bell. I’ll be late to Art class.”


  Dahlia and Bones snicker as they gather up their books and stand to one side. Dahlia’s yellow eyes grow small and suddenly cruel. The room grows ten degrees cooler, but between the two of them I might as well be standing in a walk-in freezer, so there’s not much farther down the Celsius scale we can go here.


  “Well,” Dahlia says, “we wouldn’t want that now, would we?”


  “Quite right,” Bones says. “The world needs more artists.”


  Dahlia looks around the room and settles her glare on me. “Yeah, Bones. Kind of like this class needs more warm bodies.”


  The laughter oozes out of them, like steam from fresh-baked Mexican corn bread (only colder, and deader, and not quite so steamy).


  I open my mouth to say something, to defend my fallen classmates—Missy, Sally, and Amy—to preserve their honor against these, these …creeps …and they’re practically daring me to. Like they want to talk about the Curse of Third Period Home Ec, like they can’t wait to tell me something, anything, I don’t already know.


  It’s something about their eyes, their beady yellow eyes, practically drooling (wait, can eyes drool?) over the chance to dredge up the Curse. But I don’t let them. I won’t let them; won’t give them that satisfaction.


  Instead I shrug and start to back away, not realizing Bones has slipped a foot in the path of my retreat. I trip over it instantly, my hands instinctively dropping the plate.


  The white plastic clatters across the floor, the noise sending Bones and Dahlia scurrying out of the room before Ms. Haskins can reach me. The last thing I see as they walk through the door is Bones bending down to low-five Dahlia’s precious, perfect, pale little hand.


  “Madison?” Ms. Haskins asks as I wipe corn-bread crumbs off my khaki skirt and put as many pieces as possible back onto the white plate before adjusting my peach scarf belt. “Are you okay?”


  “Yeah, sure,” I lie, flustered, eager to get to Art class, to stand up, to leave this chilly, dark corner of a room that, come to think of it, really does feel cursed. At least, at this very moment. “Clumsy, I guess.”


  She helps me clean up and we stand. I see the clock and rush past her. “I’ll be late,” I say, leaving her the dirty plate.


  “I can write you a pass,” she says, but I’ve already grabbed my denim backpack and am steaming out of class, head lowered, when I go down for the second time in less than an hour.


  2
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  OOOOMPH.” THIS IS what I say when I run into that yummy new kid on the way out of Home Ec. “Oooomph.” Not “Excuse me.” Not “Here’s my number.” Not even “We’ve got to stop meeting like this.” Not something charming, clever, or sexy. Just …“Oooomph.”


  But that’s okay because as we both watch our books, papers, folders, and notebooks tumble to the ground in a whirling spiral of college-ruled paper and No. 2 pencils, he stands there helplessly and murmurs something like “Murrumph.”


  I look for Hazel for some help, but she’s already on the way to Cheer Club practice by now. We’re jostled by other kids a good dozen times as I watch the new guy’s big, pale hands carefully separate his papers from mine. Not that he has many; I mean, the kid did just transfer here from Wyoming or Washington or some godforsaken place.


  “I’m usually not so clumsy,” I lie as he hands me my Home Ec handbook.


  “My fault entirely,” he says while I hold out his Barracuda Bay High schedule sheet. “I’ve been doing this all day.”


  “Really?” I quip before I can clamp my mouth shut. “And here I thought I was special.”


  He snorts, then looks self-consciously down at his ratty size-jumbo sneakers. Even though we’re kneeling, snatching up and separating the last of our loose-leaf papers, he’s tall; not Bones tall, but then who is?


  He’s slender but tight, like he’s coiled to pounce on something—or someone—nearby. (She wishes.) His skin is pale and smooth but hard like marble, with a faint dusting of hair across the backs of his hands. He smells like cologne; something good but not too good.


  He’s dressed down for his first day: faded jeans and a rugby shirt with brown and blue stripes. It’s tight across the chest but loose around the waist, and I only realize I’m staring when it’s been silent for awhile and the halls are practically empty.


  “Shit!” I stand at attention.


  He follows me as I stand to my full height, but then he keeps going, a head or so higher once he’s finally stopped unfolding.


  “I’m going to be late.” He looks stranded, helpless, the walls of Barracuda Bay High suddenly a maze, his books all stacked wrong and his schedule knotted.


  I take pity and say, somewhat irritated (though trying to hide it), “Where’s your next class?”


  He frowns, unraveling his ruined schedule from between two teetering textbooks. “Art,” he says without enthusiasm.


  “Really?” I ask, tugging on his sleeve and steering him toward C-wing before falling into stride with his long, thin legs. “Me too.”


  “Not by choice,” he adds defensively.


  “Don’t worry.” I sigh. “Your heterosexuality is still very much intact.”


  “No, I just mean …you know what I mean.”


  “Art’s not too big in Wyoming?” I say, rounding the corner.


  “Nothing’s too big in Wisconsin,” he says, correcting me without formally correcting me, “except hunting, fishing, and …more fishing.”


  I smile and rush into class, dragging him across the threshold right before the final bell rings. Mrs. Witherspoon raises one gray eyebrow above her ridiculously round, incredibly red tortoiseshell glasses, until she sees the big kid lumbering behind me.


  Then she winks, clears her throat, and announces theatrically (her default setting), “Cutting it a little close, aren’t we, Maddy dear? Well, since you and your new friend are so late, I’m afraid you’ll have to take the two last seats in the house. I hope you won’t …mind.”


  As I walk past, I try to avoid the jealous stares of all the other Art Chicks shooting me daggers, but there’s something about walking into a class full of frustrated feminists with a big, tall, strapping jock by your side that makes me want to jump up on one of the black lab tables and shout, “In your face! In your face!” I restrain myself and slide into my chair.


  The new kid sits stiffly to my left as if he’d rather be anywhere else in the world. His chiseled face is Midwest pale above his weathered collar, and I notice as he blinks rapidly that his eyes are an almost chocolate brown. Between that and the thick black hair, he might as well be a giant chocolate chip cookie. He fiddles with his books as Mrs. Witherspoon calls roll, and when she gets to the Cs and calls out “Crosby, Stamp,” I can literally see the blush creep from his throat to his taut Wisconsin cheeks.


  “Yes, ma’am,” he says politely, eliciting twitters from the tough artsy crowd.


  She smiles and corrects him. “My mother is called ‘ma’am,’ Mr. Crosby. So you shall call me Mrs. Witherspoon. Stamp, I’m sure you know the drill by now. Please stand and introduce yourself.”


  He groans so only I can hear him, and I kind of want to pinch his cheek while standing up and demanding Mrs. Witherspoon give him a pass just this once. I do neither and merely watch with the rest of my smitten Art Class sisters (plus the resident moody male, Dmitri Collins, who could be smitten, or bored, or asleep—it’s hard to tell what with all the eye shadow).


  Stamp stands to his full six feet (and then some). “My name is Stamp Crosby. I just transferred here from Waukesha, Wisconsin. I’m the new kicker for the Barracuda Bay Marauders.” When we don’t all stand up and cheer and flash our jugs, he sighs and says, “You know? Your school football team?”


  That gets a few laughs, and I notice a few of the Art Chicks start to swoon. (Witches.)


  Thankfully, before he’s allowed to go on in his entirely charming way, Mrs. Witherspoon clears her throat. “Thank you, Stamp. Very …interesting. Now, if you’ll kindly take your seat, I’ll explain today’s assignment …”


  Mrs. Witherspoon gives him a square clump of brown modeling clay and a picture she’s cut out of some pet magazine that shows a fluffy little cat curled up in a soft, cozy bed. “Interpret this,” she says cryptically before moving on without a backward glance.


  Stamp shrugs in my direction and begins creating an exact replica of the picture. I watch his large fingers dabble with the clay, lots of it getting under his bitten-to-the-nub fingernails and the frayed edges of his rugby shirtsleeves. He’s one of those guys who sticks his tongue out when he’s concentrating, which I can’t say I mind all that much.


  Halfway through class, he’s done with his cozy kitten and about to raise his hand to call Mrs. Witherspoon over, when I stop it in midair. “She said ‘interpret’ it, Stamp, not copy it exactly.”


  “What’s the difference?”


  I point to my own glob of clay in response. The magazine picture taped to my workstation is of a simple tennis shoe, but my piece of clay has been twisted and molded and bent to look like a single shoelace coiled into the pose of a striking anaconda.


  “What the heck is that supposed to be?”


  I frown, looking at it with a new pair of eyes. “Well, it’s supposed to represent the commercial oppression of the American shoemakers who hire cheap immigrant labor to manufacture their capitalist ideals of consumer confidence …” My voice trails off as his mouth opens wide and his eyes glaze over. I reel it back in and say, “Anyway, when Mrs. Witherspoon tells you to interpret something, you’re not supposed to just totally re-create what you see. You’re supposed to illustrate how the kitten makes you feel.”


  He nods, shrugs, nods again, says, “huh,” really loudly like maybe he’s in a room by himself, and then leans in, body heat shimmering off of him in warm, golden waves. Finally he murmurs to himself, “How do I turn a piece of clay into …happy?” He frowns at the prospect but then turns his clay cat into a (wait for it) smiley face. You know, the kind that Walmart used to use before it got too cheesy even for them?


  When Mrs. Witherspoon finally rolls around to check out our table, she is not amused. I see the righteous indignation roiling inside of her, back there behind her big red glasses and above her flouncy red scarf. As she raises a trembling finger and gets ready to chew Stamp a new one, I momentarily catch her eye and, with pleadingly blinking eyelashes successfully derail her—at least for today. (You’re on your own tomorrow, Stamp.)


  She sighs, bites her lip, and says, “Very nice, Stamp. Very …adequate.”


  When she’s gone, he looks at me, unconvinced, leans in, and whispers glumly, his breath Tic Tac fresh, “She hated it.”


  I snort a little and inch even closer. “There’s always tomorrow.”


  He’s laughing as we clean up our clay, but since he’s a guy, and new, and a guy, his so-called cleanup takes many minutes fewer than mine, and when the bell rings, I’m still elbow deep in muddy, clay-filled water at the sink.


  I try not to look too desperate as I glance toward our table, sending violently strong ESP waves across the room for him to Wait up, Stamp! Wait up! but already that Art class hussy tramp Sylvia Chalmers has his schedule in hand and is leading the way out of the room. I hang my head, dry my hands, and grab my books from our table—our table!


  As I exit the class, Mrs. Witherspoon doesn’t bother to look up from her latest copy of American Photographer when she whispers, “Careful, Madison. That one’s got heartache written all over him.”


  I snort, linger by the door, and remind her, “Weren’t you the one who told us every artist needs a broken heart to be any good?”


  3



  Rubbing the Grave


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  DAD’S STILL NOT home from his swing shift at the Cobia County Coroner’s Office when I get home from school later that day, so I grab two apples from the fridge and eat one of them while standing over the kitchen garbage can. Although I dropped her off not five minutes ago, Hazel starts texting me before I can toss the apple core into the trash and reach for my phone.


  What r u up 2?


  I text back: Wuz gonna do some rubbings in da g-yard.


  Two seconds later: LAME! Call me l8r!


  I shrug, not really planning on it. (In case you haven’t already noticed, a little Hazel goes a long way.) I grab my sketch pad and an old leather satchel hanging by the front door, walk outside, and lock up behind me. By now the sun’s starting to think about setting, and already the mid-October air feels crisp and blue.


  I wedge my oversized pad of expensive onionskin paper beneath my arm, sling the satchel over my shoulder mailman-style, and start trudging down Pompano Lane toward the Sable Palms Cemetery, conveniently located at the foot of the hill.


  Yes, I admit, it is a little strange to live up the hill from a cemetery, but not when you have a coroner for a dad. In fact, you might say it’s fitting since most of Dad’s customers, as he likes to call them, are currently resting in Sable Palms. Or, as he likes to say, even when he doesn’t want to, he seems to bring his work home with him.


  I pass Hazel’s house on the way down the hill, trying to ignore her as she waves frantically from astride the StairMaster in front of the big picture window in the family’s den-slash-home gym. Finally, I wave to keep her from bounding out of the house and following me down to the cemetery. (If there’s one thing Hazel hates, it’s being denied.) I can almost hear her delighted squeal through the hurricane glass.


  A large cul-de-sac sits at the foot of the hill, on the other side of a two-way stop sign where Pompano Lane meets Mullet Avenue. I don’t bother looking both ways, or even one way, before crossing the wide, empty street. This time of day, both streets are deserted, and even if they weren’t, the cemetery is so quiet you could hear a well-oiled bicycle coming from 60 paces and crawl out of the way twice before it got there.


  Only one of the big metal gates is still open. I spot Scurvy leaning on a dirty shovel, tapping his watch (though giving me a dirt-rimmed smile) as I slink through the open side.


  “Cutting it a little close today, aren’t we, Maddy?”


  I hand him the extra apple from my leather satchel. “I don’t know what it is, Scurvy, but that hill keeps getting longer and longer.”


  He ignores the lame excuse, takes the bribe, smiles, and downs the apple in four large bites. He tosses the core over the large wrought iron fence, and we both watch it land in the bed of his rusted-out, once-upon-a-long-long-time-ago lime green Chevy truck. It clatters around with the extra dozen shovels, hoes (not what you think), and hammers he keeps back there just in case.


  Scurvy is the local gravedigger, and since he and Dad spend so much time together—coroner, gravedigger, dead bodies, funerals, cemeteries; you do the math—he’s good enough to let me wander through the cemetery most evenings so I can do a few grave rubbings a week.


  Scurvy is all of 28. Despite his scruffy name, he’s anything but. He’s tall and broad, beefy in his tan-on-tan cemetery uniform, arms bulging and skin ruddy from digging graves or landscaping or whatever it is he does all day.


  His real name, according to Dad anyway, is Paul Delgado, but everybody in Barracuda Bay calls him Scurvy on account of his unfortunate teeth, which, as the name implies, are crooked, yellow, and big enough to resemble the headstones Scurvy tends to all day long.


  As he fiddles with the large, jangling keychain clipped to his faded leather belt, Scurvy eyes my sketch pad eagerly and asks, almost shyly, “Got any good ones lately?”


  I smile and flip the pad open to the middle, where I’ve carefully folded one of my latest grave rubbings. I hand it to him gingerly. Even coated with a special polymer from the art supply store, the paper is brittle and the thick black chalk easily smears.


  “This was a …a …recent one,” I explain without really explaining.


  I don’t need to. He reads the name above the brief dates—1994 to 2011—and says, “She was a friend of yours, right?”


  “Amy Jaspers? Not really, but …we did have Home Ec class together.”


  He stares at the rubbing, his forehead wrinkling, his leathery tongue licking his tombstone teeth. “I gotta tell ya,” he finally says, “I’ve been doing this since I graduated from Barracuda Bay, Maddy, and there’s a big difference between digging a grave for some old geezer who’s lived a long, full, happy life and some young teenage girl who gets cut down in her prime.”


  Then he looks me up and down, and then past me, into the dark, still graveyard. “You take care of yourself, Maddy. I know you kids don’t believe in things like curses nowadays—”


  “Oh, you’d be surprised,” I murmur.


  “But between you, me, and the headstones, something’s not right about this town; hasn’t been since the school year started.”


  With that, he carefully rolls up the rubbing and hands it to me before trundling through the open cemetery gate. “Same deal as always,” he shouts over his shoulder, leaving the gate open just enough so I won’t get locked in but tight enough so I can squeeze through and push it closed myself when I’m done. “Lock up when you’re done.” I count to six before he snickers and adds his nightly joke, “And don’t forget to turn off the lights on your way out!”


  I wait until I hear his engine fire up and chug off before I turn toward the newer part of the cemetery. The satchel full of masking tape, scissors, charcoal strips, and other grave rubbing necessities isn’t heavy so much as it is awkward, so it’s good they buried Missy Cunningham close to the cemetery gates.


  I find her grave a few rows away from Amy’s and a few more away from Sally’s. Three high school classmates, three months, three grave rubbings, three identical dates: 1994 to 2011. (It doesn’t help that those would be my dates, too …you know, if I died tomorrow.) I shake off the shiver, try to put Hazel’s and now Scurvy’s words out of my mind, and look at Missy’s simple but honorable headstone.


  It’s granite. Most of them are these days. And there’s a tuba etched on a brass plate in the corner (she was in the band). But it’s the dates that get you the most: 17 short years. I don’t care who you are—rock star, millionaire, supermodel, or second chair tuba player for the Barracuda Bay High School Band—that’s not enough time.


  I sit down, dig into my satchel until I find a soft wire brush, and then clean off the face of Missy’s headstone. It doesn’t take too long, and it’s important that it be free of debris, especially here in Florida, where fresh (and even not so fresh) seagull droppings can turn a simple grave rubbing into a Jackson Pollock print in no time.


  Next I tear a fresh sheet of onionskin from the sketch pad and tape it at the top and around the sides of the headstone so it stays stationary. Finally, I sit in front of the tombstone, crossing my legs over one another and slowly, systematically rub across the stark white paper with a fresh piece of charcoal.


  By the time Missy Cunningham’s name has been etched into the clean, white paper, the sun has gone down and the streetlamps ringing the paved sidewalk around the cemetery have all flickered on, one by one. It’s still not enough light to see by, but as long as I set up the rubbing before dark, all I have to do is keep rubbing, so I’m still in pretty good shape.


  Crickets are chirping and my stomach is rumbling by the time I’m through with the etching. I carefully peel off the tape, roll it up, and slide a rubber band around the crisp onionskin tube to keep it smooth, tight, and, above all, clean. But even when I’m done and hungry and should be back home greeting Dad at the door with something fresh and hot out of the oven (yeah, right), I can’t stop staring at those short dates right under Missy Cunningham’s name: 1994 to 2011.


  “Tragic, isn’t it?”


  I turn, even in my panic careful to keep the tops of my sneakers from smudging the fresh rubbing, only to see stupid Bones sitting on a nearby gravestone, watching me with his beady yellow eyes.


  Leaning on the next gravestone familiarly, Dahlia smolders at his side.


  “W-w-what?” I ask, rapidly standing up and dusting off my jeans, the memory of that morning’s tumble in Home Ec still fresh on my mind.


  Bones doesn’t move, only sits there in his ridiculous white track suit. “I said it’s tragic, dying so young like that.”


  “I dunno,” Dahlia says, menace in her radiant yellow eyes. She’s changed into a formfitting black sweat suit that accentuates all of her petite curves, and silver sneakers that add an extra inch to her height. “Some girls just …deserve …to die young.”


  “N-n-no one deserves to die that young, Dahlia,” I say over the blood pounding in my ears.


  “I dunno,” Bones says. “I mean, it’s not like anybody really misses her. Maybe it was good Missy died so young. Who wants to live a sad, lonely old life?”


  “Of course people miss her.” I stand my ground. “Her parents; I think she had a younger brother; I know she was one of Ms. Haskins’ favorite students.”


  “Look at her grave, Maddy.” Dahlia points almost accusingly at the stone.


  I hold up the rubbing and say, “I’ve spent the past two hours looking at her grave, thanks.”


  “No,” Bones says, “she means, really look at it.”


  Their gleaming yellow eyes, darker, brighter, angrier now that the sky has grown black, leave no room for argument.


  “W-why?” I ask, gathering my things without making a big show of it.


  “Just …do …it,” Dahlia says.


  So I do, and even before I turn all the way around, I see what they mean. Upon closer inspection, the headstone’s not real granite; it’s fake. Like the fake flowers in the fake brass vase screwed to the fake granite tombstone.


  “Okay, so her parents weren’t millionaires. Doesn’t mean they don’t care.”


  “Look at the grass,” Bones says. “No one but you’s even been to this grave this week. You’d think, someone dies that young, kids from school would flock here, weeping and leaving teddy bears and somber poems full of teen angst, lighting candles in her honor. And yet, nobody comes; nobody …cares.”


  “I care,” I say defiantly.


  Bones shrugs, looks at Dahlia.


  Dahlia shrugs, looks at Bones.


  “If you care so much,” Dahlia says with steel in her voice, “then maybe we should do you a favor and let you join her.”


  The air is suddenly chill.


  “Why would you even say such a thing, Dahlia?” I say.


  Bones, who’s been sitting on the headstone, slides off like ice cream melting from a cone. “Maybe she’s right, Maddy. I mean, who would miss you, besides Hazel, that is.”


  Dahlia walks to his side and says, “Yeah, you’ve got no boyfriend, don’t belong to any clubs, and if one more person in Ms. Haskins’ Home Ec class were to die, well, what’s the big deal? They’d say, ‘It was only Maddy; it’s not like she’ll be missed.’“


  Bones is laughing, the sound crisp and creepy. “Yeah, once Hazel got over it, no one would ever think twice.”


  My skin is alive with blood, my throat flushed through and through. And I know the fresh rubbing of Missy’s grave is already ruined as I clench down, down around its middle. And I hate them, and I fear them; not because they’re creepy or ugly or mean or stupid or bullies, but because …they’re …right.


  Who would miss me? Okay, Hazel, sure. Dad, of course. But …then who? Scurvy? Seriously? For a week or two, maybe, until some other morose teenager came along trading him apples to do grave rubbings (maybe even my grave rubbing), and then I’d be old news. Ms. Haskins? Mrs. Witherspoon? And …who else? Nobody. Five people, a single handful, and three of them would only miss me out of pity. Only Dad and Hazel would really care.


  But the worst part is, these creeps know it.


  And now Bones and Dahlia are slinking forward, one to the left, one to the right, and the threat is closer. Not just the words they’re saying, which …they can’t really be serious, right? They’re kidding, pulling my leg.


  They must have heard Hazel and me whispering about the Curse of Third Period Home Ec this morning. When they stumbled across me lurking in the graveyard after dark, well, they’d pretty much get drummed out of the Ugly Bullies for Life Club if they passed up that opportunity, right?


  Behind me, a twig snaps.


  As I turn to see who snapped it, a voice says, “Leave her alone.” Not loudly; it’s barely above a whisper, and it’s over before I see Dane Fields standing to my right.


  His eyes are either black or gray; it’s hard to tell with the shadow from his hood covering them. His pale, prominent cheekbones make his face more angular than soft. On his size-11 feet are beat-up black sneakers with knots in the laces. His grimy gray cords are either so out of style they’re cool again or so newly stylish they’re hip; either way, they’ve been part of his uniform since he transferred here this year.


  To Dane’s left stands his girlfriend, Chloe Kildare, who’s an inch shorter than Dane and twice as thick.


  Bones is still walking forward, though slowly now.


  “You heard him,” Chloe says. “Scram!”


  I give Chloe a good once-over, since even though she seems to be protecting me, she’s not even looking at me. She’s dressed all in black, which is her way; big black slacks, big black boots, big black jacket, death metal T-shirt with a touch of blood red, black lipstick, black hair like a helmet around her death white face.


  “Says whom?” Dahlia says, though I notice she’s stopped now, too.


  “Says who,” Dane says through the thin slit between his pale, gray lips, and I smirk hearing a tough guy correct someone’s grammar. Then I speedily wipe off the smirk before Bones or Dahlia can see and hate me even more. “And we said, that’s who”


  Bones and Dahlia look at each other and laugh. No, that’s not quite right. Cackle is more like it. That’s what they do: cackle. A cackle fit for a graveyard; fit for a witch, or a ghost, or a girl who takes a class that’s been cursed.


  Bones and Dahlia swiftly go from cackling to growling, literally, their lips peeling away from their teeth, their teeth gnashing like animals’, and I can feel Dane and Chloe creep forward menacingly before one of them says, “Beat it, losers.”


  More cackling, more growling, as Bones finally crooks a long, candle-waxy finger and looks at Dahlia and they disappear into the shadowy bushes just off the sidewalk. In the darkness I can see their horrible yellow eyes aglow as they make a hasty, if unwilling, retreat through the dense shrubs lining the outer cemetery.


  I wait until I’m sure they’re gone before I turn to Dane. “Thank you, guys. I don’t know what happened. I was just—”


  “Better run home to Daddy”—Chloe picks up my pad and hands it to me—”before you piss somebody else off.”


  “B-b-but that’s just it.” I grab my pad from her. “I didn’t piss anybody off. I was just sitting here doing a grave rubbing, minding my own business, when those two showed up.”


  Chloe looks over at Dane, who’s hovering around Missy Cunningham’s grave. “I suggest you take up another hobby then, Maddy. I don’t think the graveyard’s …safe …for you anymore.”


  4



  A (Way!) Decent Proposal


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  OOOOMPH,” I SAY for the second time that day, dashing out of the graveyard with my satchel clutched in both hands, looking behind me to see if any of the creeps from the cemetery are lurking behind. They’re not.


  A deep, sultry voice oozes, “We’ve got to stop bumping into each other like this.”


  I look up, exasperated, and say, “Stamp?” It’s half question, a third statement, a fourth shock, a fifth shame, and a sixth frustration. (And a seventh va-va-voom!) He takes it all in stride and looks dazzling doing it with a cockeyed grin and that little Superman curl dangling just-so.


  He helps me up off the curb where I’ve landed, sprawled amidst my crumpled sketch pad and assorted grave rubbing tools. He flips through a few of my previous rubbings. “That’s quite a sunny little hobby you’ve got there, Maddy.”


  I snort and snatch things away like he’s the one I’m pissed at instead of Bones and Dahlia. (Or is it Dane and Chloe? So many creeps, so little time.)


  “Do you always go around running into girls after school?”


  “Not always,” he says, still bemused as we stand there awkwardly across from the cemetery gates.


  I’m still waiting for four pale goons to come out and stalk me all the way up the hill home, but they never do. At least, not where I can see them.


  “But I do like to take a good run after practice,” he says. “And, by the way, you were the one who ran into me—again.”


  I take a breath and look him up and down. He’s in clingy sweatpants and a white V-neck T-shirt, also cling-a-licious. “Hold up.” I sigh. “You’re running? After football practice? On purpose?”


  “Yeah, it’s a little something we athletes like to do. It’s called ‘staying in shape.’ You should try it sometime; you might like it.”


  “Yeah, I run.” I want to flex my (some have called) shapely calves or something to prove it. “Just not in the middle of the day when you could run into any old person standing innocently on the street.”


  “You weren’t standing.” He corrects me (adorably), that half smile plastered on his pale face with those apple cheeks. “You were basically sprinting out of that graveyard. I have to say, for someone who does grave rubbings, you sure seem to hate graveyards.”


  I edge farther and farther away from the cemetery gates and start stomping up the hill, if only to distance myself from the graveyard creeps.


  He follows me, step for step, as we walk shoulder-to-shoulder up Pompano Lane.


  “Sorry,” I say, more quietly this time, less frantically. “I’m normally not such a klutz.”


  “Me either. You must have that effect on me.”


  Then he stops short, and I do the same, like we both know he said something too goofy, too sweet, too soon. Then we start walking again, stride for stride, as if it never happened. Although, of course, now the whole time, I’m thinking, Did he just say what I think he said? That I had an …effect …on him? On him? The hottest new guy to enter school since Dane Fields, the last new hot guy to enter school? And is he still walking beside me? And am I still having some kind of an effect on him? And what kind of effect, exactly?


  The hill isn’t very steep, or long for that matter, but it seems to take us forever to climb it—in a good way.


  “Are you okay?” he finally asks as we approach Hazel’s house a little farther up the hill. “I mean, not to brag or anything, but I pretty much sent you flying halfway across the street down there.”


  “I’m fine, and besides, I leapt part of the way just to protect your manhood.”


  “How kind.”


  I try to avoid looking at Hazel, who’s waving frantically out the window of her den-slash-home-gym, where she’s still astride her mechanical stair-climber.


  “I don’t want to get overconfident the next time I bump into a girl sprinting out of the graveyard and she only goes six feet instead of twelve.”


  “Let me get this straight,” I say, if only to change the subject and keep his mind off of Hazel and her spazztastic performance in the window directly behind me. “You go to school all day, go to football practice right after school, and then …run …some more?”


  He looks down earnestly and says quietly, as if suddenly he’s entered a confessional, “It’s a new school, Maddy. I’m the new kicker. I just want to make sure I’m good enough.”


  I snort and say authoritatively, as if I keep track of such things, “We were, like, ten and two last year, Stamp. I think you’ll do just fine.”


  He laughs and corrects me, “That means ten wins and two losses, Maddy; that’s practically undefeated.”


  I stand in front of my dad’s county-issued station wagon, looking twice as stupid as I feel. “Oh, I thought it was losses first, wins second. So that’s …good …then?”


  He nods emphatically, a drop of sweat landing at our feet. “That’s, like, really good.”


  There’s an awkward silence as I sneak a peek inside our house to see Dad puttering around in the kitchen. He’s got a frying pan on the stovetop and an open loaf of white bread. My stomach almost rumbles as I think, Sweet. Grilled cheese night.


  As Stamp regards the drop of sweat at his feet, through the window I watch Hazel surprise Dad as she slips in the back door and practically jumps him in the kitchen. That little minx. She must have been so curious about why Stamp was walking me home from the graveyard that she literally leapt off her stair-climber, snuck through six of the neighbors’ backyards (three of which have pretty big dogs and one of which I think has an electric fence), and let herself into our house just to get the scoop.


  “Maddy?” Stamp is saying as I watch Hazel make shushing motions to Dad while they both peer, rather obviously, out the side of the bay window overlooking the lawn. Stamp sounds kind of impatient, like maybe he’s been talking and I haven’t been listening.


  “Hmmmmm?” I say absently, moving directly in front of him so he can’t see the two clowns in my kitchen currently playing the world’s most obvious game of I spy.


  “Did you hear what I just said?”


  I frown and bite my lower lip. “No, I’m sorry. Did you …say …something?”


  Looking exasperated, he says, “Yeah, actually, I said a lot of things. Like …that Aaron Franks is having a huge party tonight. And that, you know, if you weren’t doing anything, that maybe you could show up and that way, you know, we’d both be there at the same time.” Now it’s his turn to frown and bite his lip.


  “Wow, you really said all that? Just now? I can’t believe I didn’t hear any of that. Not a single word. And I’m usually a pretty good listener.”


  He nods and says something halfway between sure and yeah that sounds a lot like “Shhh-yeah.”


  Suddenly I zero in on one word and ask, “Tonight?” Because I’m already wondering if Dad will have a late shift and how I’m going to get there and what color panties I’m going to wear (you know, just in case), and before I’ve resolved all those issues I see Stamp’s sweaty, glistening bicep poking out of his T-shirt and think how nice that would be around my shoulders in less than six hours. And so I blurt, “Sure, why not?”


  He looks way too relieved and like maybe he’s about to say something terribly sweet, but then he must all of a sudden remember he’s a guy, so all he says is “Cool.” And, just like that, he simply turns around, waves over his shoulder, and chugs off down the hill. Like maybe we’re best buds and I just told a fart joke and he realized he was late for something, and so that’s that: gotta bolt.


  I watch him go—well, a certain part of him go, anyway—until I can’t see that perfectly shaped derriere anymore, and then I turn to find Dad and Hazel standing in the doorway, looking at me like I’ve sprouted horns and a bright red nose and it’s Christmas Eve. “What? Can’t a girl talk to the hottest guy in school and not get hassled for it?”


  The hassling commences shortly, inside the door. Hazel and I take seats across from each other in the breakfast nook while Dad’s finishing the grilled cheese sandwiches he started before Hazel snuck in a few minutes ago.


  “Tell me how you just happen to bump into the new kid—the hot new kid—twice in one day,” Hazel says, eyes wide like it’s some kind of once-in-a-lifetime event on par with Halley’s Comet or a solar eclipse.


  “You mean you already bumped into this fellow once before, Maddy?” asks Dad, holding up his greasy plastic spatula like a reporter’s notebook.


  I shrug. “Yeah, I mean—”


  “The first time was right after Home Ec,” Hazel answers for me. While I’m kicking myself for telling her about the first Stamp collision, she says, “That one I can write off to coincidence. But twice? In one day? That requires a smidge more explanation.”


  “I can’t explain it, Hazel; that’s the thing. I was just strolling out of the graveyard after finishing a grave rubbing, and he was running home from football practice and—bam—we bumped into each other.”


  “He doesn’t sound very coordinated, dear,” Dad says as he flips the grilled cheese. “Are you sure this is someone you should really consider boyfriend material? I mean, what if he asks you to the Fall Formal and trips while you’re making your grand entrance? You only get one of those, you know.”


  Dad’s thick, black bifocals are slipping down his nose as the grease sizzles from the pan. He’s faintly smiling, like maybe he’s playing with me. When I open my mouth to defend Stamp, he merely winks and returns to making dinner.


  The minute it’s ready, Dad eats with gusto; he does everything with gusto. I watch in amazement as he makes quick work of his own sandwich before eyeing ours hungrily. Hazel, who avoids cheese at all costs (and eggs, apparently), is only nibbling her first half to be polite. (To me, she can say—and do—anything. To Dad, she’s the picture of Miss Manners.)


  When she catches him looking at her sandwich, she lies. “Mom’s making meat loaf tonight, and I’d feel bad if I filled up over here. Would you like mine, Mr. Swift?”


  “Oh,” he says, nose crinkling with delight, “only if you insist.”


  She slides it over and eyes me suspiciously as I make short work of dinner.


  Upstairs, after I do the dishes—and Dad’s god-awful greasy pan—Hazel interrogates me some more as we linger in my bedroom. “You’re sure he didn’t ask you out?” She sits cross-legged on my bed, toying with the tassels of an aqua blue throw pillow. “It looked like he asked you out. I mean, I can kind of read lips, and he definitely said the words ‘you’ and ‘out’ in the same sentence.”


  I laugh. “No, he didn’t ask me out and, no, there’s nothing to tell.”


  Now, I suppose I should feel bad for not squealing to Hazel about everything the minute it happens, because we’re best friends, right? But we’re not that kind of best friends. We’re not frenemies or anything like that. It’s just that, well, Hazel’s used to being the pretty one, the popular one, the one with a boyfriend, the one who tramps off to Fall Formal every year while I take the pictures in the yard, eat a pizza in my sweats, and wait by the phone until she gets home so I can hear how much fun she had.


  She doesn’t do well when the spotlight shines on me, which it rarely does, but …still. Like when Mr. Humphries, our History teacher and the guy who runs the school elections every year, misunderstood us sophomore year and printed my name on the ballot for class secretary instead of Hazel’s.


  Now, a true best friend would have laughed it off and cheered me on because it’s not like we were running for secretary of state or something, right? But not Hazel; she flat-out demanded Mr. Humphries print all new ballots and threatened to write a letter to the editor of the local paper called “Voter Fraud Dampens Barracuda Bay Class Elections” if he didn’t.


  He did, I bowed out, and …that was pretty much that.


  So ever since then, the small things in life that do happen to go my way—an A+ on a term paper (especially when Hazel gets a B), a free video at Mega Movies, an extra $20 in my birthday card from Aunt Maggie in Texas, the hottest boy asking me out to a party Hazel doesn’t even know about—I tend to keep all to myself. Hazel has enough good things in her own life; she doesn’t need to horn in on mine.


  And this party tonight? If Hazel heard about it? Please. She’d be there with bells on, making a scene, taking things over, bending Stamp’s ear, and then it would no longer be my little thing but Hazel’s Big Show—and we’d all be the audience. No, thanks; not this time; not tonight. Not this one night.


  I mean, you don’t understand; things like this don’t happen. Not. To. Me. I’m the girl hot new guys jump over to bump into other girls on their first day of school. I’m the girl guys ask to a party just so I’ll bring Hazel along. I’m the girl who misses bumping into the hot new guy a second time by a millisecond and then watches, helplessly, as the girl he did bump into becomes his hot new girlfriend for the rest of junior year.


  But for some reason, today of all days, I was the one who got to bump into him; not once, but twice. I was the one who got to walk up the hill with him, flirt a little, and get asked to a party.


  Soon enough he’ll realize I’m not the kind of girl he should date, that I’m not hot enough or popular enough or easy enough or sexy enough. But for now, for this one night, for this moment, Stamp just doesn’t know that yet.


  For whatever reason—the peach scarf belt, the sparkling conversation, the bending of time to make this my lucky day—he thinks good old Maddy Swift is good enough to invite to a party, and if that’s all I’ve got before he finds out differently, well, I’ll be damned if I’m going to waste the time turning it into the Hazel Hour.


  Several thousand questions later, she shakes her head, disbelieving, as I follow her down the stairs. Dad is puttering around the kitchen, eating from an open pint of ice cream with a clean spoon, as we enter the foyer. He smiles, caught.


  “What’d I tell you about that after-dinner snacking, Mr. Swift?” Hazel says, patting his tiny potbelly.


  He says, in his own defense, “But it’s reduced fat, dear.”


  She frowns teasingly, hijacks the scoop, and eats the bite of ice cream. (Hey, as a strict vegetarian, she’s definitely got ice cream on her list.)


  He pats her on the shoulder, steals his spoon back, and resumes snacking, fat and Hazel be damned.


  We leave Dad to his dessert and I shoo Hazel out the front door. She waves over her shoulder, her thick red pigtails bouncing as she walks down the hill toward her house. It’s a nearly nightly event, but who’s complaining?


  I slip back inside and see Dad’s made us two bowls of ice cream. I have a few bites but am already wondering how I’m going to fit into that pleather skirt I’m planning to wear to Aaron’s party, so I shove my serving over his way. He scoops it up greedily in three big bites and says, “So, Maddy, should I be as worried as Hazel is about your new beau?”


  I blush. “Dad, seriously, he’s not my boyfriend. We were just …talking …that’s all.”


  “You know,” he says, peering over his bifocals at me with those insightful green eyes, “having a boyfriend is one thing, but I’ve never seen you so giddy before. You know I love Hazel; she’s one of the family. But if she were in my family, I might not be as forgiving.”


  “What do you mean, Dad?”


  “It’s just, Maddy, you’re a good girl. You’ve always been a good girl. Hazel is a different animal altogether. I know her parents run a little looser ship over there, and I don’t often remind you of it, dear, but when you turned sixteen, I only gave you three house rules, remember?”


  Oh God, Dad’s three house rules. How could I forget? He reminds me every other day or so. “Rule Number 1: no dating unless you’ve been formally introduced to the boy.” I add, “Or girl, whatever,” just to keep him on his toes.


  He smiles, but only begrudgingly.


  “Rule Number 2: my curfew is now and forever shall be 11 p.m. And Rule Number 3?” I sigh. “No sneaking out. Ever.”


  Dad smiles but adds forebodingly, “I love you, Maddy. That’s why I want to protect you. If you were a coroner, if you saw the way the world treats people—so cruelly, day after day—you’d want these rules for your daughter, too. They’re simple, really. And, of course, no need for me to remind you that the penalty for breaking any of these house rules is no talking to Hazel for 72 hours and no driving for a week.”


  I nod grimly. He’s only caught me once, but it was brutal. Not the no-driving part so much, although when he says a week he means a full 7-day, 168-hour week. Not 6 days because I’ve learned my lesson or 167.5 hours because he’s feeling generous, but one entire week. What was worse, believe it or not, was the no-talking-to-Hazel punishment. That was the longest 72 hours of my life.


  I gulp a little, thinking ahead to breaking all three house rules in one single night. “Any particular reason you’re reminding me of these rules tonight, Dad?”


  He chuckles. “No, dear, other than the fact that you haven’t heard a word I’ve said all night.”


  5



  Raindrops Keep Falling on My Dead


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  DAD’S LAST-MINUTE warning echoes in my mind long after he’s finally fallen asleep and I’m slipping into that snug little skirt that’s been hanging in the back of my closet since, well, forever. Sure, I heard everything he said, and yet I’m still breaking all his rules.


  Well, what would you do? (Yeah, that’s what I thought.)


  Even though I’m practically palpitating at the thought of Stamp at the party, I take it nice and slow, not wanting to get caught and lose my car or contact with Hazel for any extended period of time. I creep downstairs, hovering around Dad’s bedroom door to make sure he’s snoring. I’m so careful about this that even though he is snoring, and loudly, in a way that is almost un-fake-able, I tiptoe away and then sneak right back, just in case he’s faking. He isn’t.


  Back upstairs I fold up a five-dollar bill (you know, in case there’s some kind of cover charge) and slip it into a black cocktail purse I bought for last year’s Fall Formal but never used (for reasons we don’t need to go into here). I add my house keys, a compact, and some lipstick and slip the purse’s long handle over my shoulder, messenger bag style. Then I slide open my well-oiled window (thanks to a can of WD-40 tucked under my bathroom sink behind a bag of cotton balls and a wall of Noxzema jars), and I climb stiffly down the old oak tree.


  It’s not something I do often, thanks to Dad’s Three House Rules, but when your dad works the night shift and you’ve got a popular best friend like Hazel, well, let’s just say I’ve found it’s good to be prepared—just in case. Outside, the street is dark, solemn, and deserted, and the stiff breeze makes me happy I wore my black hair up in a simple ponytail.


  It sucks that I lied to Dad, straight to his face. It sucks even more to be breaking his house rules behind his back, but when life sends you messages in the form of running into a six-foot-tall hunk twice in one day, it’s best to start listening. (And better still to start acting.) Maybe Stamp is playing me, maybe this is all some big prank, but I don’t think so. He seems sincere and friendly, and even if nothing at all happens tonight—not a single kiss or snuggle or peck on the cheek—at least I’ll have something to tell Hazel tomorrow morning for a change.


  I hug the curb, taking a left from Marlin Way onto Palm Street, where in the distance, another six blocks or so away, I can see Aaron’s house high on the hill, overlooking Bluefish Bay and all lit up like a Christmas tree. I use it as a beacon, walking as the crow flies and taking shortcuts through backstreets and the occasional alley to save myself some time, not to mention the wear and tear on my white stockings.


  The first jangling thrum of thunder sounds as I’m creeping through Mullet Manor, but by now I’m so fixated on the twinkling lights of Aaron’s house that I can’t be stopped. The road feels cool and slick beneath my sensible flats (thank God I didn’t grab the heels I bought to go with the skirt). Whenever I feel like I’ve lost my way, I look up and the lights on the hill lead me ever onward.


  The moon is still high, the cloud cover intermittently blocking out the huge silver orb, but by this point I’m too close to Aaron’s house to turn back now. Only a few more blocks and I’ll be at the foot of his hill.


  The rain starts as I’m slinking through the back alley behind the vegetable stand. It starts slowly at first, little pebbles falling on my new white top that I hope will just go away. That happens in Florida: the sky can suddenly open up and dump an inch of rain in five minutes and then, just as rapidly, go back to being beautifully blue and scrumptiously dry.


  It’s clear this isn’t that kind of storm as the rain goes from a sprinkle to a steady, fine drizzle. It’s not splat-in-your-eye or knock-you-down heavy, but the drumming monotony is almost even more annoying. Even with the sensible ponytail, my hair goes from frizzy to split ends to drenched, my flats start picking up and putting down in toe-high puddles that get longer, and deeper, with every step.


  The thunder is heavy and hard now, much too hard to be out in, but the first sign of lightning seems so far away I’m positive I’ll be at the top of Aaron’s hill, safe and dry, before it gets here. Wrong again. Thunderclap by rumble-boom, puddle by pond, the lightning keeps getting closer and closer.


  Still, it’s either keep going or turn back, and I’m much closer to Aaron’s house than my own if I just …keep …going, so that’s what I do. The funny thing is I’m almost there, rounding the thickest part of Crescent Cove and within spitting distance of Aaron’s street when the lights go out. All the way. I hear the thunder, see the lightning, and then—zap—no picture, no sound, no …nothing.


  Now, I’ve lived in Florida all of my life, gone swimming in the rain, watched lightning from the bay window, and never flinched; heard it flash and sizzle close enough to make the hairs on my arms stand up, but I’ve never had it strike so …close …before.


  I wake up a few minutes later, facedown in a puddle (gross), shake the muddy water off my chin, and sit up. The rain is a slight mist now, the Florida air still thick with humidity but barely a cloud in sight. The moon is high, and I look at my hands in the shimmering silver light: muddy. The sleeves of my blouse? Even muddier. I look down at my chest. Not only is it muddy, but it’s completely see-through, straight through to my push-up and vital cushion bra, and I can only imagine myself showing up at Aaron’s party in a wet T-shirt. (Okay, wet peasant blouse, but …still.)


  My heart sinks. I grab the compact out of my little black purse and open it to stare back at my pale, expressionless face, struggling not to cry. I look like death warmed over. I’m not kidding.


  The mud is the least of it. My hair is limp, my makeup is obliterated, my lipstick is completely faded, there are big circles under my eyes, and is that? Is that …really? Why, yes it is—there is the slightest whiff of …smoke …coming from the top of my head. I groan, stand up, and straighten myself out. There’s no way I can go to Aaron’s party looking like the Little, Wet T-shirted Engine That Could.


  I think of the party, the red cups, the beer, the lights, the house music, and that beautiful, glistening bicep attached to that beautiful, glistening Stamp, and I slowly turn for home.


  I mean, what would you do? Run straight up the hill anyway, all wet and muddy, and shout Stamp’s name over and over? Trust me, I’d love nothing better than to do just that, but desperate as I am, even I have (some) standards. By now it’s late, I’m wet, I’m cold, I don’t know how long I’ve been out, and I want to get home and sort things out before lightning strikes and I go down again.


  That’s the thing, though. The dark, brooding sky’s not spewing lightning anymore; it’s not even thundering. What’s more, the moon was overhead when the storm started; now it’s nearly halfway across the horizon. I must be imagining things, or maybe it’s the cloud cover getting in the way.


  Then I look up to Aaron’s house on the hill and it’s completely dark. Not dimly lit, like in a romantic way, but bleak, lights-out, everybody-go-home dark. Great. The party gets canceled, I walk for half an hour in the rain, and nobody bothers to tell me?


  It’s still raining as I head for home, and I’m kind of starting to wonder what that “hissing” sound on the top of my head is. It doesn’t hurt at all, just sounds a little like fresh burger meat sizzling on a hot summertime grill.


  I can tell I’m a little stiff. Okay, but who wouldn’t be after a nighttime jaunt in a tsunami? I mean, lightning strikes nearby, you get knocked on your butt, you’re gonna feel a little bad, right? It isn’t until I get home and check my heart rate that I realize I’m not just stiff; I am a stiff.


  6



  You Might Be a Zombie If . . .


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  THE HOUSE IS quiet after my late-night sneak-out. Unfortunately, so is my entire chest cavity. That’s right: no pulse, no heartbeat. By the time I look in my bedroom mirror to make sure I haven’t scratched myself or broken an eye socket bone or something, I suddenly realize the reason rain was sizzling when it fell on my scalp: there’s a huge black hole burned into the top of my head.


  That’s when it hits me: Lightning didn’t strike near me; lightning struck me.


  I bend down in front of my mirror to examine my scalp. The rainwater on my clothes is dripping steadily on my bedroom carpet, but—guess what?—priorities, people! Where the scalp should have been fish-belly white underneath my hair, it is scorched tough black. A smooth, almost perfectly round circle is sitting right there in the middle of the top of my head.


  I reach my pale, pale hand toward it and, after a few false starts, touch it. It feels rough but solid, almost like the top of a quarter. Some hair around the burn hole has gotten singed. In fact, now that I’m inside and my bedroom window’s shut tight, I get that first whiff of just-moved-your-arm-hair-too-close-to-the-Bunsen-burner-in-Science-class smell, but it isn’t too bad. (I mean, not when compared to the pass-out-in-a-mud-puddle-wake-up-with-no-heartbeat thing.)


  Then I look at my face. It’s muddy, but what’s worse than the mud streaking down my cheeks and plugging up my nose (eewwww) are the deep black smudges under my eyes. I mean, I wasn’t down that long, was I? Not enough to look so …bad …all of a sudden.


  I can’t take staring in the mirror anymore, so I look at the digital clock on my nightstand instead. Wow, big mistake. It says 1:48 a.m. But that …that can’t be right, can it? I mean, I only snuck out at 10:30. So let’s do the mental math: 5 minutes up the street, another 15 or 20 minutes or so through back alleys and side roads, 25 minutes or so to make the trip back after the party got canceled, so at the latest it should be 11:30. Maybe midnight. Tops. But nearly 2 a.m.? I lean on the vanity, add everything up, and realize I wasn’t facedown in that mud puddle for a few minutes; I was there for a few hours.


  Suddenly everything changes. Seriously, how does one stay alive with her face down in a puddle for a couple of hours? So that means …I have to be dead, right? But here I am, back home, safe in my room, looking at the clock, the lights on, my feet on the ground …so how can I be dead and still standing? How can a dead girl walk home from a party she never got to, climb up a tree, slide open the window, climb inside, turn on all the lights in her bedroom, and touch the sizzle hole on the top of her head?


  At first I think I must be—don’t laugh—a ghost. I mean, how else do you explain getting up and walking away from a direct lightning strike in the middle of the night? But I can’t pass through walls like a ghost would, and when I look in the mirror there I am, looking straight back. Sure, a little worse for wear but not exactly ghostly, if you know what I mean. So what am I?


  How can I be dead—no heartbeat, no pulse—and not be a ghost?


  What else is there?


  Well, there’s this: I’m not breathing, either.


  Not that I do it all that often, but usually when I climb up the old oak tree outside of my window, leap from the top branch into my room, and slide the window shut, I’m out of breath. Not winded like I’ve just taken the Presidential Fitness Challenge in PE but, you know, definitely exerted. Now?


  Nothing.


  I didn’t exactly realize the no-breathing thing on the way home because, seriously, the no-heartbeat thing had me kind of preoccupied, but now? It’s becoming a pretty big deal. I mean, my lungs work but only when I think about it and actively suck in a breath.


  I try it. Big breath in, big breath out, like the doctor makes you do every year for your end-of-summer physical. Great. Works fine. I even try whispering: “Testing, testing …one, two, three.” Fine, okay; I may sound stupid, standing in my room at nearly two in the morning, every light on, me still dripping wet, counting to three, but at least I know I can still talk.


  Then I do a little experiment: I stand in front of the digital clock, wait until it magically turns over to 1:52 a.m., and hold my breath. That’s right: plug my muddy nose, purse my lips tight, make a puffer fish face, and …just …wait.


  1:53


  Nothing.


  1:54


  Nil.


  1:56


  Nada.


  2:00


  Still nothing. After a solid 8 minutes (I would go all the way to 10 but I’m starting to get a little bored), I finally open my mouth and—nothing. No big exhale, no big inhale; I don’t feel lightheaded, not short of breath, not …anything.


  Maybe I should be calling 911 or something. You think? Because it’s been, what, 15, maybe even 20 minutes since I got home. (Not to mention the two-plus hours I spent in a mud puddle.) What if I’m in shock? Or hallucinating? What if I don’t report what happened and I lie down, go to sleep …and never wake up again?


  But what do you say on a call like that? “Yes, Officer, uhhm, listen, I know you’re going to think this is a prank and it may sound a little crazy, but I’ve been dead for a few hours now and I’d really like to talk to someone about it. Is there, perchance, a grief officer standing nearby? Or maybe a lightning specialist on call? Perhaps a voodoo priestess or witch doctor on retainer? Or maybe even someone familiar with Ouija boards? What’s that? No, actually, I don’t need the number for Psych Services, thanks very much; I need someone to come out and—hello?”


  As I pace my bedroom, shaking my fingers out as if moving my body will somehow kick-start my heart, I feel a shiver pass through me. It isn’t quite a shiver, though; not exactly. It’s more like someone has turned the thermostat down—inside my body; like I’ve gone from 98.6 degrees to 68.9 in zero seconds flat.


  What.


  The.


  Hell?


  Naturally, I go online. I start by Googling the keyword “lightning,” hoping some site, somewhere, will explain, well …something. You know, like maybe there’s a blog out there somewhere called www.youarenotdeadMaddy.com that will list all the symptoms of a lightning strike with the final diagnosis being “Have some warm milk, Maddy, get some sleep, and in the morning your heartbeat and lung capacity will return, and by the time you pick up Hazel for school, you’ll forget this whole thing ever happened.” (Okay, maybe not that personal, but …still.)


  Believe it or not, I do not find such a site.


  I do learn a few nifty things about lightning, though.


  Case in point: Did you know that the typical lightning bolt contains over 1 million volts of electricity? That some can even have up to 30 million volts? Now, on the other end of the spectrum, did you know it only takes about 5,000 volts in those little Vaseline-covered defibrillator paddles for a doctor to bring you back to life in the ER?


  So, if only a few thousand volts can save a life, why wouldn’t one million—let alone 30 million—give you …the afterlife? I mean, could that explain why I’ve got no heartbeat but am still, technically anyway, alive?


  But what creature of the undead has no pulse?


  Can lie facedown in a puddle for two hours? Doesn’t need to breathe?


  I know vampires have to have a pulse because, let’s face it, blood is their god.


  And werewolves, well, you always see them breathing heavily after chasing some mere mortal down and snorting out globs of phlegm and drool when they attack, so they must have some pretty decent undead lung capacity.


  Ghosts? Been there. Not that.


  Mummy? No Egyptian curses or toilet paper wrapped around my legs.


  Frankenstein? No mad doctor anywhere around that I can see.


  There is only one remaining possibility, so with trembling hands I Google “what are the physical traits of a zombie?” and, once I get past all the Night of the Living Dead links, I discover a helpful little site called www.youmightbeazombieif.blogspot.com.


  Amazingly, there’s a quiz called “You Might Be a Zombie If …” and, unbelievably, I actually take this quiz …with a totally straight face and my tongue out, as if my very life—Afterlife?—depends on it.


  Here’s what I come up with:


  
    QUESTION: HAVE YOU RECENTLY EXPERIENCED AN ELECTRICAL ANOMALY, SUCH AS SLAMMING INTO A POWER LINE, BEING TASERED BY THE COPS (WHILE STANDING IN A PUDDLE), SPENDING THE NIGHT AT A POWER PLANT, GETTING STRUCK BY LIGHTNING, ETC.?


    ANSWER: YES. And thank you for using “anomoly” in context.


    QUESTION: HAVE YOU RECENTLY LOST CONSCIOUSNESS FOR AN EXTENDED PERIOD OF TIME ONLY TO AWAKE FEELING …STRANGE?


    ANSWER: I know I shouldn’t answer a question with another question, but …does lying facedown in a mud puddle for two straight hours and waking up with no pulse count? YES.


    QUESTION: IS YOUR HEART CURRENTLY BEATING?


    ANSWER: NO. Seriously, not even a little.


    QUESTION: HAVE YOU EXPERIENCED ANY SHORTNESS OF BREATH RECENTLY?


    ANSWER: Does no breath count as shortness of breath? If so … YES. And I’m still experiencing it.


    QUESTION: ARE YOU EXPERIENCING COLD FLASHES?


    ANSWER: YES. And they’re actually getting colder.


    QUESTION: HAVE YOU BEEN ABLE TO SLEEP SINCE THE ELECTRICAL ANOMALY?


    ANSWER: NO. And it’s the middle of the night and I’m not even tired; not even a little.


    QUESTION: DO YOU HAVE AN INEXPLICABLE, SUDDEN, AND OVERWHELMING DESIRE TO EAT …BRAINS?


    ANSWER: Uhhm, not until this very minute, but … now that you mention it …as a matter of fact … YES. I. DO.

  


  After I answer all the questions and hit enter on the final page, the screen goes blank. At first I figure, Great, no heartbeat, no breathing …now no electricity. What next? A sinkhole’s going to swallow up the entire house? But every light in my bedroom is still on, the air-conditioning is still blowing, and my computer is still humming, so that’s not it.


  Then red spills across the monitor and the following message pops up:


  [image: 079-1]
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  Brains on Aisle 9


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  YOU KNOW, SURPRISINGLY, they don’t sell a lot of brains in the local 24-hour grocery store around the corner from my house. And, believe it or not, they don’t really like it when you ask about them. At least, not the sleepy college kid working the only open cash register the night I become a zombie.


  Standing at the counter in my high ponytail, freshly laundered yoga pants, hoodie, and flip-flops, I try to look him in the eye. “Hi, yeah, listen, uh …Tad? Tad, I’m looking for, well, see, my, uhhm …grandfather …is coming into town this weekend, and he really likes, well, believe it or not, he loves brains. Don’t look at me like that. I guess they ate them on the farm when he was growing up or something, but …do you know where I could find any?”


  “Tad,” or so says the name tag on his chest, looks past me, around me, out into the parking lot, and everywhere but at me before finally saying, “Very funny.” Then he stares at me, as if to say, without words, “I’m too smart to be punk’d. Even if it is two in the morning and there’s not another soul around for miles.”


  “It’s not a prank, Tad. Seriously. I looked all over the meat department, found tubs of chicken livers, something called ‘chitterlings’—not sure I want to go there—even a big, gray cow’s tongue, but …no brains. So …do you know where I could find them? I mean, I’m asking as a customer”—here I hold up the insanely fat roll of $20 bills Dad keeps in a cookie jar in the kitchen in case of an emergency (which, I think you’ll agree, this is)—”so I’m really not trying to prank you.”


  He sighs, reaches for a curvy microphone next to his cash register, pushes a button at the base, and says, “Harvey, I’m sending a live one back to the butcher for a few pounds of, get this …brains. Try to meet her there? We don’t want her wandering around the store scaring off all the other customers.” He snickers, but I don’t care.


  Visions of conking out halfway up the grocery store aisle make me brave enough to storm back to the butcher’s section and demand. My. Brains.


  Harvey is waiting for me, a quizzical look on his sleepy face and a hairy wrist extended, his big silver watch showing past his bloody butcher’s coat. “You know what time it is, missy?”


  “It’s 2:27 a.m.,” I say, eyeing the old-school black-and-white clock above his head.


  Harvey looks up and scratches at his hairnet. “Oh yeah, well, I shouldn’t be on shift yet, but we’ve got a big shipment of rump roasts coming in a few hours, and who’s gonna turn down a little overtime these days, right?”


  “Sure,” I say uneasily, having never worked a day in my life, let alone qualified for overtime. “Why not?”


  He looks me up and down, frowning. “Brains? You sure? Lot of fat in brains.”


  Right when I’m about to tell him I’m a size 2, thank you very much, he holds up his hands and explains.


  “Not that I’m saying you need to count calories or anything. Far from it. I know how you girls are these days. Well, here’s the thing: I can’t give you brains.” Harvey must see my face fall to the dirty linoleum floor because he promptly adds, “Not cow’s brains, anyway, on account of mad cow disease and all. And I can’t give you pork brains, on account of swine flu. But …it just so happens the lamb hasn’t been moving much lately so I can do lamb’s brains, fresh as of two days ago. How many pounds?”


  “Pounds?” I hesitate. The website didn’t say how much brains—or even how many—I should eat, only that I should eat them in 48 hours OR ELSE. Why doesn’t anyone pay attention to details anymore? Would it be so hard to add a simple line like, BTW, Maddy, 3 pounds of brains per week is plenty?


  Seriously, am I the first new zombie ever to ask?


  “Yeah, honey,” Harvey is saying as I fume at the www.youmightbeazombieif.blogspot.com webmaster. “This is a deli right here; we weigh things by the pound.”


  “Well, how many pounds of lamb’s brains can I get?” (Introducing item number one on the list of things I never thought I’d hear myself ask a grown man at 2:27 a.m.)


  He rolls his eyes. “As many pounds as you need, darlin’, but I gotta hear a number before I can start filling the order.”


  “Ten pounds,” I blurt, half expecting the Butcher Police to come out from behind the gurgling lobster tank and bust me for brain abuse.


  But no, old Harvey merely scratches his hairnet again like I haven’t just asked for 10 pounds of mushy cerebrum meat and whistles softly around a soggy toothpick. “Ten pounds it is.” He says it without judgment, disappearing into the back room through a series of five dingy plastic straps that hang from the top of the metal doorframe to the red-tiled floor.


  I pace nervously in front of the steaks and cold cuts, chicken thighs, and pork loins while Harvey fills my order. Something by The Beatles is playing over the sound system; something instrumental and lame, but I can’t quite figure out what it is. For a song that was most likely written (on rock tablets) the year my dad was born, it’s surprisingly catchy. Lame, but still pretty catchy just the same.


  I’m still trying to figure it out when someone says from behind me, “‘The Fool on the Hill.’”


  “Huh?” I turn around to find none other than Chloe Kildare staring back at me, black hair, black eye shadow, black eyeliner, black lipstick, black mole, black eyes, and all. She smiles, her pierced gray tongue flickering behind yellowish teeth.


  “‘The Fool on the Hill,’” she says. “That’s The Beatles song you’re trying to figure out.”


  “That’s it!” I say it a little too loudly for the graveyard-in-aisle-9 setting.


  Chloe frowns, looks down the empty aisles to our left and right, and says, “What are you doing here?”


  “What are you doing here?” I reply.


  In case you haven’t connected the dots by now, Chloe is Barracuda Bay High School’s resident Goth Princess, so I guess it’s really no stretch at all to find her lurking the aisles of an all-night grocery store at this hour.


  I think of the last time I saw her, back in the graveyard after school, standing beside me and backing down Bones and Dahlia with little more than a finger point. Was she following me then? Is she following me now? And where is her boyfriend, lover, and/or constant companion, Dane? (Even waiting for 10 pounds of brains at 2:27 a.m., you hardly ever see one without the other.)


  I surreptitiously peer into her little green plastic Greenbriers Grocers basket and see about what you’d expect a gaudy Goth poser like Chloe to be buying: cheap white makeup, cheap black lipstick, cheap black nail polish.


  Suddenly Chloe looks down a side aisle, rolls her eyes, and sighs. “Hey, Dane, did you find them yet?”


  Dane Fields, resident Goth Prince to Chloe’s Goth Princess, tosses some cheap black candles and a box of old-school wooden matches into her basket. “Yeah, just like you said, in aisle 6. Hey, Maddy, what are you doing here?”


  “Funny,” Chloe says as I shuffle my feet and smile up at Dane, “I just asked her the same thing. Still waiting on an answer, in fact.”


  I peer over my shoulder, hoping Harvey will take his time with that 10-pounds-of-brains order of mine. I inch slowly …very slowly …away from the deli and reach for the first thing on the nearest shelf. “Oh, nothing, you guys; you know, I just looked in my pantry and realized that I needed some”—only now do I look at what I’ve grabbed: a fresh can of athlete’s foot spray (seriously?)—“of this here, and so I ran right out to …get …some?”


  “How …domestic …of you,” Chloe says, obviously not buying it for a second.


  I’ll give her this much: Chloe gives good sneer. She’s tall to start with, but in her grubby black army boots and fishnet stockings, she’s nearly as tall as Dane and pretty much towers over me. I try to read her face to gauge whether she’s still mad after having to save my butt in the cemetery.


  Chloe always looks mad, but she doesn’t really look any madder than usual, and from the way Dane is kind of puppy dog eyeballing me whenever Chloe isn’t looking (or am I imagining things?), it doesn’t look like he’s all that bothered to see me, either.


  Dane nudges her with a bony elbow and grabs a can of antifungal itch spray for himself, tossing it in the basket and looking at me. “I get that all the time, Maddy. You must have good taste; this stuff works really great.”


  If there is a polar opposite to Stamp Crosby’s macho, rugged, handsome, frat-boy, varsity-stud, house-party, black-haired, brown-eyed look, then Dane Fields, with his pale skin, bony hips, long fingers, short blond hair, black jeans, white T-shirts, and ever present black hoodie is definitely it.


  Which is why, I suppose, I’ve been secretly crushing on him (sssshhhhh) for months now; ever since he showed up for the first day of our junior year (with Chloe, unfortunately), all tall and moody and gray and mysterious and never once giving me the time of day. (Except, you know, when two creeps threaten me with bodily harm in creepy graveyards after dark.)


  As the conversation, or lack thereof, grows awkward, I take one step farther away from the butcher’s counter, kind of hide my can of athlete’s foot spray behind my back, and say, “Listen, you guys, about earlier, you know, back in the graveyard—”


  “You need to be more careful,” Chloe snaps, cutting me off, as if she’s been waiting to lecture me ever since. “Who sits in a graveyard rubbing headstones after dark, anyway?”


  “I like it,” I say, a tad defensively. “It relaxes me and, besides, I’ve never had trouble before.”


  Chloe taps her left army boot against her right.


  Dane explains, “What Chloe means is that, well, Bones and Dahlia are creeps, is all. So you should probably stay away from them.”


  I chuckle, but neither Goth is amused. “That’s kind of hard, you guys. I mean, there are only, like, 600 kids going to Barracuda Bay High in the first place. What am I supposed to do? Get home-schooled until I graduate?”


  Neither Goth answers. At least, not right away. We kind of shuffle our feet until Dane clears his throat and says, “Aren’t you afraid of the Curse of Third Period Home Ec?”


  I snort, out loud, all over them. “Not you guys, too?”


  “I’m serious, Maddy. You’re in that class; you know what’s going on. I don’t know how you can think three girls dying in one class—in three months—isn’t enough to keep you out of a graveyard after dark.”


  “For starters, Dane, the Curse is BS. For another thing, all three girls died accidentally, separately, and nowhere near a graveyard. That’s like me asking, ‘Aren’t you guys afraid of shopping in the grocery store after midnight?’ Seriously.”


  “He’s just saying, Maddy, there’s a time to be reckless and a time to be careful,” Chloe says. “With so many of our classmates dying, I think, well, now is the time to be careful.”


  I snort again. “Okay, well, I’ll start being careful when you do.”


  Chloe opens her mouth to say something, but Dane stops her. They stand like that, lecture over, the sound of the flickering lights overhead punctuating the awkward silence.


  Finally, I shrug. It’s 2:27 a.m., I have no heartbeat, I can’t breathe, and this is all getting a little too surreal for me. I figure I can ditch out on the brains—this was a stupid idea anyway—go home, fall asleep, wake up, and this will all be a bad dream.


  And if not? Well, according to the zombie website (which, let’s face it, could be run by a 5-year-old in Timbuktu using his mommy’s computer and a stack of 20-year-old comic books as source material), I’d still have another 24 hours to come back to the store and pick up my order.


  Inching away, I hold up my athlete’s foot spray and wave it in the air so they can both see it, when out of nowhere a voice booms from behind me: “Here’s your 10 pounds of brains, miss.” In the very same breath, Harvey the butcher calls out, “Chloe! Dane! Back again?”


  I turn to Harvey and say, “You know her?” just as Chloe turns to Harvey and says, “You know her?”


  He carelessly hands me over three packages of heavily taped butcher paper that feel, well, exactly how you think 10 pounds of fresh lamb brains might feel. “Sure, I know her,” Harvey says to me first. “She’s the only other person in this town who puts in an order of brains that big before sunrise.”


  Chloe and I look at each other and, amazingly, she does not look sarcastic, rude, snide, crude, mean, salty, sassy, or even snarky, for that matter. “Hmmm.” She eventually nudges Dane as she eyes my three bags of brains suspiciously. “Athlete’s foot, huh?”


  8



  “Maddy, Do You Know?”


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  I’M HALFWAY ACROSS the parking lot when I hear footsteps behind me. Next to the pay phone, I look over my shoulder and see Dane and Chloe walking my way. I turn around, my Greenbriers Grocers bag held up defensively, but they just laugh and hold their hands up.


  Dane says, “Maddy, do you know?”


  “Know what?”


  “Know what you are?” Chloe asks.


  “A …high school junior? A …Capricorn? A …Geico safe driver? I’m all those things.”


  Dane chuckles while Chloe fumes. Dane takes a step forward, and I lower my bag. His eyes are gentle as he takes down his ever present black hood. Instantly I see the dark circles under the eyes; then I see the pale skin. He takes off his hoodie and hands it to Chloe, who takes it without comment.


  I stare at the ratty white T-shirt he’s been hiding. “What is this?” I ask, trying to sound brave and flip and, I’m sure, merely coming off as too loud and annoying. “Strip grocery shopping? If it is, I have to tell you, I’ve got on 16 pairs of underwear, so you’re going to lose big-time—”


  He reaches out a hand, and I stop joking. Gently, he touches my bare arm. I don’t know whose arm is colder: his or mine. (And I didn’t think anybody’s arm could get colder than mine.) He opens my stiff fist carefully until it’s fingers out, palm down; then he guides my hand toward the center of his chest. I try to pull back, but for a skinny, pale, Goth boy, Dane is actually pretty strong. My body follows where my hands go, my sneakers squeak-squeaking on the concrete as he guides me toward him with some superpower tractor beam or something.


  Finally he has my hand flat against his rock-hard chest, right over where his heart is. Or, at least, where it should be. “Feel that?”


  “Feel what?”


  He smiles, leaving my hand there even as I try desperately to wrench it away, to avoid hearing what he’s about to tell me, to avoid hearing …the truth.


  “Exactly.” He sighs. “No heartbeat.” Finally he lets my hand down and, before I can slap his away, reaches for the precise spot above my sports bra and shirt where my own heart should be felt beating. I struggle to get away, but he follows me, back, back, his hand square over my dead, lifeless heart.


  After a few minutes, he asks, “So, do you know …what …you are?”


  I finally shove his hand off and stumble back a safe distance.


  Chloe steps up. “You have to know, Maddy. Why else would a preppy girl like you be out so late at night buying brains at Greenbriers Grocers?”


  “I-I-I’ll tell you what I told the cashier.”


  “Yeah, yeah, your grandpa’s coming into town, yadda yadda. That’s bull, Maddy, and you know it. What’s more, Dane and I know it. You’re a zombie, Maddy, just like …us.”


  I open my mouth to protest, to yell, to holler, to deny, to …cry, but don’t do any of those things. Instead I simply say, “How’d you know?”


  Dane puts his hand back over his heart. “You can’t fake a heartbeat, Maddy.” He slips back into his hoodie. “Come on, we’ll give you a ride home.”


  “Really,” I say, backing away, “it’s not very far and I’ll be just—”


  Chloe steps toward me. “We weren’t asking.”


  I gulp and hold my bag-o-brains closer to my chest as I stumble along between them, Dane in the front, Chloe right behind me.


  Dane leads us to a beat-up truck with primer splatters all over it. With an embarrassed smile, he says, “Your chariot awaits, madam.”


  Chloe slugs him on the arm and shoves me inside before climbing in next to me. Dane swiftly rounds the corner and slides into the driver’s seat so I’m safely wedged between them.


  “First things first,” he says, strapping me in. “We need to get those brains on ice. Secondly, you need a copy of The Guide. Lastly, you need to meet the Elders, stat.”


  “What’s the—?”


  Chloe interrupts me with an elbow jab to the side. “We’ll explain on the way.”


  9



  Zombies 1 and 2


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  WE RIDE IN silence the whole way to their place. There is no more talk of zombie this or Guide that, or brains that or Elders this or, for that matter, the Curse of Third Period Home Ec. In fact, the mood in Dane’s pickup grows slowly more somber the closer we get to the wrong side of town. Finally, Dane pulls the truck into the Mangrove Manor trailer park.


  The truck trundles down the rutted road until we pull up in front of Trailer 17, a green-on-green number with a precariously leaning carport.


  “Home sweet home,” Chloe says, getting out and beckoning me to join her.


  I stay put, clinging to my brain bag. “I really need to get home, you guys. My dad will be expecting me, and—”


  Dane shuts the engine off. “Maddy, listen, no one’s going to hurt you. We’re your friends. In fact, right now, in your …situation …we’re the only friends you’ve got. There’s a lot you need to know and not a lot of time to know it in. Frankly, even if we wanted to let you go now, we can’t. There are things that need to be taken care of. Right now. That little zombie website you probably visited? The one that told you to eat brains right away? Well, that’s only the beginning. We have a lot to do and not a lot of time.”


  I sit there, still nestled safely beneath my seat belt, and say, “If this is the Afterlife, then don’t I have all the time in the world?”


  Chloe laughs, leaning against the truck impatiently. “Oh sure, you’ve got forever to figure all this out. And it will take some time, trust us. But for now, for right now, it’s our duty to get you checked out, report you to the Elders, and get you a copy of The Guide, or we’re all in lots of trouble.”


  “Trouble?” I finally slide out of the truck. “What kind of trouble?”


  “The permanent kind,” Chloe says in a tone that leaves no room for argument or, for that matter, any further questions. She tromps up the rusted steps leading to the front door and swings it open without knocking. I follow slowly, expecting a house of horrors inside. You know, skull candleholders buried in dripped black candle wax, dark red walls, black curtains over the sink, a goat chained to the corner for their next sacrifice—that kind of thing.


  Instead, I find a spotless living room with (color me surprised) cherry hardwood floors, eggshell painted walls, and moderately sophisticated black-and-white wall art. A funky retro lamp featuring half a dozen arms is in one corner facing the door; a fake (but a pretty good fake) potted plant is in the other; and in between is a wicker love seat with a matching coffee table and two side chairs. It’s kind of dorm chic meets runaway classy.


  As I follow Chloe into the trailer, Dane tags along right behind me. With a gentle hand, he pries my 10 pounds of brains from me and walks into a small but clean kitchen. He pulls one of those Igloo Playmate lunch coolers from under the sink, dumps the ice tray from the freezer inside, and puts the brains on top before closing the cooler and setting it on top of a table for four.


  There are only three chairs, and he pats an empty one. “Come here, Maddy.” His gentle voice is deep and dark and three shades of, dare I say, sexy? “We have a few things to sort out before we get going.”


  I try to think of what he means by “get going” and have no idea. All I know is that I’m dead but not dead, that I’m a zombie but not alone. There are other zombies in this town, and should I be so surprised they’re Dane and Chloe?


  “First, an introduction is in order,” Chloe says, pointing to herself. “I’m Zombie Number 1. Dane is Zombie Number 2 …” Her voice trails off, and they both look at me expectantly.


  “I guess that makes me”—I swallow, twice, before finishing—”Zombie Number 3?”


  Chloe smiles proudly, like I’ve just learned to spell my name in red crayon.


  Dane explains in a conspiratorial whisper, “She’s only Zombie Number 1 because she’s the oldest.” Then he slides out his chair and asks, “How’d it happen? I mean, I’m assuming it was tonight’s lightning strike, but what were you doing out in it?”


  “Jogging.” I’m tempted to tell him more, to brag about Stamp and how the hottest new guy in school asked me to the hottest party of the week and how I stupidly decided to walk there—in the rain, with thunder rolling in and lightning not too far behind—but something holds me back.


  Chloe eyes me dubiously. “Jogging? In a thunderstorm? Good thinking, Maddy.”


  “Hey”—I laugh, trying to keep the lie in play—“it seemed like a good idea at the time.”


  But Dane’s not smiling, not really. Not that he’s a smiley type of guy in the first place, but now his thin lips are straight and set and he’s looking at me very, very carefully. He opens his mouth to add something, or maybe even ask something, then pauses. His eyes are deep and dark and probing, like maybe he knows I’m leaving something—okay, a lot of somethings—out. Then he snaps out of it, blinks twice, and asks, “So, how’d it feel?”


  I sit across from him. “I dunno. I was passed out for a couple of hours afterward, so …”


  “The Awakening,” he whispers almost reverently, like a geek sitting in the front row when the new Star Wars trailer comes on the screen.


  “I’m sorry?”


  “That was the Awakening,” he explains, louder this time. “We all go through it. The time frame is different for everybody. For some of us it only lasts a few minutes; for you it was a few hours; some of us, like Chloe here, can lie there for days. That’s why so many of us wake up in graves. If the Awakening lasts longer than a day or two, well, most folks assume you’re dead. They just don’t assume you’re going to wake up.”


  “I don’t understand. I thought zombies bit each other and you caught some virus in your blood and—”


  “Bull,” Chloe says. “Hollywood bull. You can bite someone and make them a zombie, but it’s not what’s in our blood that turns them. After all, you know by now your blood’s no longer pumping. It’s electricity; that’s what turns them.”


  “It’s why zombies can only date other zombies,” Dane says, his voice steadily rising as he looks me in the eyes.


  “That’s crazy, though,” I practically shout back, thinking of Stamp, of the way he looked embarrassed asking me to the party this afternoon, of how relieved he looked when I said yes, of his chocolate chip eyes and sporty bicep and how good it was going to feel around my warm, soft, undead shoulder. And how all of that is gone now, forever, and now these two are the ones to tell me all about it. And is it just me, or is Dane actually happy to tell me about it?


  “Is it so crazy?” Chloe asks.


  “Think about it.” Dane’s sitting up in his chair. “You’re getting all hot and heavy with some Normal guy, you forget yourself in the heat of the moment, go to give him a little love tap on the neck, bite a little harder than you meant to, and—zap—just like that, meet Zombie Number 4. Is that what you really want for someone you supposedly care about?”


  When I don’t answer right away, he adds, “And let’s say this Normal is one of those lucky zombies whose Awakening only lasts a minute or two, or maybe an hour. He goes home, he doesn’t know what he is yet, and he’s sitting there at the dinner table; instead of steak and potatoes he decides, in a weak moment, to munch on Mom and Dad. Meet Zombies Number 5 and 6. And let’s say the neighbors stop by with a housewarming gift right then. Meet Zombies Number 7 and 8. And they go home and bite two friends, and they go home and bite two friends. It’s how whole towns get infested, Maddy.”


  “B-b-but that’s not fair. I’d be careful. I wouldn’t want this for …anybody.”


  Dane waves a hand dismissively. “It doesn’t matter if it’s fair or not.” He taps a thick, green book nestled between the salt and pepper shakers on the table. “The Council won’t allow it. You’re a zombie now, Maddy. Part of a very, very select group. We have rules, procedures, protocols, laws. Law Number 1, Maddy, is that zombies don’t date Normals. Period. End of story. I’m …sorry.”


  “You don’t sound very sorry,” I snap.


  “Maybe not, but I really am. I know it’s going to be hard, that you’ll have lots of questions. That’s why we’re here. We’re your chaperones, Maddy. Your guides to the Afterlife.” When I don’t respond right away, he sighs and drums a little ditty on the big green book cover. “Did you tell her yet?” he asks Chloe, his voice low, eyes on me.


  “Tell me what?”


  Chloe shakes her head.


  He frowns, then smiles. “No worries. We can tell her tonight; give her something to do on the long trip.”


  “Tonight? What trip? I’ve got to get home, you guys. I don’t know about you two, but I’ve got a dad who doesn’t know I’m a zombie, and school tomorrow, and—”


  “Don’t worry.” Dane puts an ice cube hand on my Frigidaire wrist. “We have to go at night anyway; the Elders prefer it that way.”


  “Elders?”


  He and Chloe grin.


  “It’s all in here,” Dane says, sliding the big green book across the table. I glance briefly at the title: The Guide to the Proper Care and Feeding of Zombies, 24th Edition.


  Oh, great. Even when you’re dead, you get homework.
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  The Proper Care and Feeding of Zombies


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  I’VE GOT A vocabulary test in second period,” I complain as Dane cruises past the city limits at precisely 3:07 a.m.


  Chloe rests her head against her seat. “Relax, Maddy, you’re going to be back in plenty of time to make second period. Besides, let’s say you miss the test; let’s say you fail the class. Heck, let’s say you fail your entire junior year. Girl, you’ve got the rest of eternity to take your junior year over—and over and over.” She says it with a smile, like maybe that’s what she’s been doing for the last, oh, I dunno, 300 years or so.


  “But I need to get some sleep if I’m going to do well.”


  Dane laughs, and they give each other another one of their superior “inside joke” glances. “You wanna tell her, or should I?”


  “You’ve got a better bedside manner,” she says, and it’s the first time I’ve agreed with her all night.


  He sighs. “Maddy, I don’t know if you’ll think this is good news or bad, but …zombies don’t sleep.”


  “Much?” I ask hopefully. “You mean, zombies don’t sleep …much? Like Benjamin Franklin? Or Einstein? I hear they only slept four hours a night.”


  Dane is already shaking his head. “Zombies don’t need any sleep, Maddy. Ever.”


  I look out the window, at the endless miles of dark road stretching out before us. “So what am I supposed to do all night?”


  Dane shrugs.


  “Well, you can catch up on your reading, for one thing,” Chloe says, tapping The Guide in my lap. “I’d start with that.”


  After that the truck cab goes silent and I look at the book. Although it’s dark in here, I can see the title on the cover as clearly as if the dome light were on: The Guide to the Proper Care and Feeding of Zombies, 24th Edition. I open it, flip to a random page, and read this:


  
    Zombies in the first stage of the Assimilation (weeks 1 and 2 after their Awakening) can expect to feel the following: a gradual stiffening of their limbs as muscles solidify and harden, a yellowing of the teeth as oxidation ceases at the gum line, and shadowing under the eyes as blood flow to this region stops completely….

  


  Sweet. Can’t wait for the whole stiff-limb, yellow-teeth, shadow-under-the-eyes phase to kick in. I’ll really be beating the guys off with a stick then.


  I flip through some more pages and read this:


  
    The zombie laws prohibit telling any Normal (i.e. a mortal human being) about said zombie-ism. Zombies are expected to “pass” among the general Normal population without incident, and those refusing to do so will be harshly penalized by the Sentinels….

  


  Awesome. Even in death you still have to play by the rules. What, is there zombie detention?


  Next I turn to page 74 and find this little nugget:


  
    New zombies are expected to report to the Council of Elders within the first 24 hours of crossing over from the Normal world. Those who fail to do so will face serious repercussions from the Sentinels and potential exile to the post-zombie world….

  


  The post-zombie world? What’s that? The Island of the Pale, Stiff, and Yellow-Teethed? A prison camp for bad zombies? I look up to ask Dane, but his face is serious and focused on the road. I go to ask Chloe, but the permanent scowl on her Goth face makes me think twice. Finally, I start at the beginning and read The Guide until I can’t take it anymore.


  “How far now?” I ask an hour or so later, holding The Guide tightly against my chest and rubbing my eyes.


  “Not much farther,” Dane says, “but the ceremony takes awhile.” He eyes The Guide in my hands. “You read about it?”


  “The Assimilation Ceremony for the Newly Animated? I read about it; sounds pretty official.”


  “It’s basically to make sure you understand your rights and responsibilities as a member of the zombie race,” Dane says. With a straight face. Like this is all really happening. Right now. To me.


  I sigh. “I thought being dead would be …easier.”


  They both snicker.


  “Being dead is easy,” Dane says. “Being undead is what’s so hard.”


  Finally Dane pulls off the interstate, makes a few sharp turns at the next three intersections, and has us pointed down a lonely strip of dirt road in the middle of nowhere. I have no idea where we are, but Dane seems unfazed by the rocky road and lack of visibility. There are no street signs this deep in the middle of the state, no road markers, not even streetlamps.


  “How do you know where you’re going?” I nervously bite my lip.


  “Every zombie has to visit the Council of Elders before they’re official,” Chloe says. “I made the trip; Dane’s made the trip. It’s not hard to remember.”


  “I meant, how can you see out here?”


  They look at me.


  “Maddy,” Dane says calmly, “we’re only using the headlights for the protection of others. We could see this road—you could see this road—without the headlights.”


  To prove it, Dane turns them off. I open my mouth to scream, but Dane is actually right. I gasp. Even without the lights, everything—the outline of the dirt road in front of us, where the line of trees ends, even how tall they are—looks crystal clear.


  “Why is it yellow?” I ask, blinking rapidly as if the yellow “zombie vision” might suddenly clear up or go away.


  “Nobody knows,” Chloe says. “Something to do with the color spectrum is our best guess. The point is, zombies have excellent senses. Without your heartbeat and your lungs to drown them out, your other senses come more sharply into focus. We can smell for miles, see in the dark, and hear a mosquito fart two towns away.”


  “Lovely,” I say as Dane flicks the lights back on. Moments later a large, rectangular building suddenly appears out of the dense brush cover.


  “Here we are,” Dane says, a tad unnecessarily. He sees me hugging The Guide and gently pries it from my hands. “They’ll give you your own,” he whispers, looking around suspiciously. “I’m not supposed to show it to anyone.” As if to prove it, he hides it in the glove box.


  I’m about to ask him why he’s whispering when I suddenly find out. From nowhere, four armed guards approach the truck. They are not very old, our age, mostly, maybe a tad older, and dressed in solid blue uniforms, blue ball caps, black boots. Very official-looking, very grim, very …menacing; like Bones in boot camp.


  “Sentinels,” Chloe says as she rolls down the passenger side window. “They protect the Elders and enforce zombie law.”


  “Identification,” says the Sentinel at the driver’s side door.


  Dane pulls out a laminated card with his picture and a number on it.


  Chloe hands hers over as well.


  The Sentinel looks at them both, then glares at me.


  “She’s new,” Dane explains. “We’re here for her Assimilation Ceremony. We called a few hours ago.”


  “How long?” the Sentinel asks me. His face seems carved of granite, his navy blue jumper hiding (but not very well) thick muscles and broad shoulders. “How? Long?” he says again, yellow teeth and thin lips spitting out the words one at a time.


  Dane nudges me. “He wants to know how long you’ve been a zombie.”


  “L-l-last night,” I stammer.


  The Sentinel looks angry and about to shout out something else when Chloe says, apologetically, “We only spotted her this morning, when she showed up at the local grocer’s looking for brains. We got here as fast as we could.”


  It sounds so odd to hear Chloe—surly, angry, bully Chloe—sound so meek as she talks to the Sentinel. She seems almost afraid to look him in the eye. Almost.


  He looks from Dane to me, past Chloe, and out her window to where two more of his Sentinel friends stand. “Proceed to the main hall,” he says in his croaky youngish but oldish zombie voice. “We’ll alert the Elders you’re on your way.” The Sentinel slings his rifle back on his shoulder and salutes us.


  We drive on. A few seconds later, I say, “I thought I read somewhere in The Guide how bullets can’t kill us.”


  “The rifles aren’t for us,” Dane says. “They’re for the Normals. You know, in case they wander onto the property or threaten to out us.”


  Dane puts the truck in park at the main hall, a low, slender, almost tubelike building in the center of the Council of Elders compound. The whole place has a community college campus feel to it.


  When I mention that to Chloe, she nods. “It used to be a college until the Council of Elders bought it.”


  I’m about to ask how zombies make money or, for that matter, how they convince the state of Florida to sell them an entire college, but I figure I’d better prioritize my questions for now. Like Chloe says, I’ve got nothing but time.


  More Sentinels guard the front door to the main hall, only now they’ve holstered their guns and stand at the ready with what look like phasers from that old Star Trek show.


  “Stun guns,” Dane whispers, following my gaze, “like the cops use.”


  “Wouldn’t the rifles work better?” I whisper back.


  “Not on us. The rule is if electricity brings us back to life, electricity can kill us again.”


  “So that’s how zombies die?” I ask as Chloe opens her door.


  “That,” she says, leaning back in, “and physically removing the brain from the skull. Trust me, the stun guns are a lot less messy.”


  As I slide out, Dane taps his temple. “The brain’s the power generator for the body. Take it out, no more power. No more zombie. No more life.”


  “Good to know.” I smile, easing past him.


  Four Sentinels flank me on the way into the main hall, two on each side. Chloe and Dane are stopped at the main door and told to wait outside. I look back at them helplessly, like a kindergartner being dropped off at her classroom on the first day of school.


  The main hall is actually a gym, complete with accordion bleachers folded up and pushed against one wall and basketball hoops yanked up to the very high ceiling. The light is sufficient but not as bright as any I’ve seen in a gym before, where usually the rows and rows of ceiling lights are so bright you can see a wart or blackhead from all the way across the auditorium. I look up and see why; every other bulb has been left out of the dozen or so fixtures hanging high overhead.


  The Sentinels guide me to a single chair directly in front of two fold-out picnic tables shoved together. Seated at the tables and facing me are six Hollywood movie-looking zombies. I try to keep from gasping and barely—just barely—manage. But it’s hard.


  One of the Sentinels, seeming to sense this, gives me a compassionate wink. “Just look at their ties,” he whispers as he hands me my own copy of The Guide to the Proper Care and Feeding of Zombies, 24th Edition. “It makes it …easier.”


  I swallow and do as I’m told. Or, at least, I try to. They’re all dressed in suits—gray suits, mostly; a few black—and stiff, white shirts. A tie dangles loosely around each fat-free neck. It’s too hard not to stare at those old, skeletal faces.


  These are your real zombies, your true immortals. Some of them have to be centuries old. One has no hair. I mean, he barely has skin. His eyes are deep and dark, his lips pulled permanently away from his teeth so that you can see the gray gums and large, yellow teeth and the dozens of wide spaces between. Another only has tufts of soft, white hair sticking up at all angles from his rawhide skull covering. Two more have wigs.


  I look at the Elder in the middle and smile.


  He clears his throat. “State your name, zombie.”
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  The Zombie Pledge


  


  



  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  IWINCE, NOT only at his dagger-sharp voice but at being called a zombie by a true zombie. “Madison Emily Swift, sir.”


  


  Behind each Elder stands a Sentinel, erect as a two-by-four and ever wary, like we’re at some fancy restaurant and each Elder has his very own personal butler. The Sentinel behind the Elder who asked my name types the answer into a laptop no bigger than most cell phones. The Elders may look last century, but at least their technology is cutting-edge.


  


  “How long?” asks the Elder in the middle, who must be the ringleader.


  


  “I turned last night, sir. I didn’t, well, I didn’t know about any of …this …until my zombie friends explained everything to me. We got here as soon as we could.”


  


  “Ignorance is no excuse,” the Elder on the end says, wheezing.


  


  “I know that now, sir.”


  


  He nods, satisfied. So does the Elder in the middle of the table, licking his lips with a dry, dead tongue.


  


  Though every muscle of my head and neck wants me to look away, I look straight ahead and smile back.


  


  With a voice as dry as crackling paper, the main Elder asks, “How much did your friends tell you, Madison Emily Swift?”


  


  “Just, well, that there are rules, laws I must abide by. And those rules and laws are in this book.” I hold up my own personal copy of The Guide to the Proper Care and Feeding of Zombies, 24th Edition.


  


  He croaks, “Laws are all we have, Madison Emily Swift.”


  


  His fellow Elders murmur, a few of them nodding so severely I think some heads are going to roll, literally.


  


  “Laws, Ms. Swift, are all that separate us from the Zerkers.”


  


  I raise my hand, and the main Elder smiles. Or, I think it’s a smile; either that or his jaw shifted. (I hope he’ll be all right.) “What are …Zerkers?” I ask.


  


  There’s a slight change in the room; the Sentinels behind each Elder stiffen, the Elders themselves seem to puff up slightly and, finally, the main Elder says, “The Zerkers are the worst of the zombies, Ms. Swift. That’s why we don’t even call them zombies. Zombies can talk, reason, drive, think, communicate, read that book you’re holding, and …care. Zerkers care about only one thing: brains. About feeding their insatiable need for electricity. Read The Guide, Ms. Swift; read The Guide and you will know all you need to know about the Zerkers and how it is every zombie’s duty to wipe them out, one by one.”


  


  I nod, clutching The Guide for good measure.


  


  The Council nods, too, and one of them, the one with the powder gray wig says, “Stand, now, and repeat after us.”


  


  I stand, tempted to put my hand over my heart, but I scan the gym and there is no flag in sight. Instead I kind of hug The Guide to the Proper Care and Feeding of Zombies, 24th Edition like a Bible to my heart as the main Elder says, “I, Madison Emily Swift …”


  


  Slowly the others join him until the voices, old and creaky and wheezy as they are, sound like one, and I repeat them after each pause.


  


  “I, Madison Emily Swift …”


  


  “Do hereby solemnly swear …”


  


  “To uphold the zombie laws and regulations as published in The Guide …”


  


  “To the best of my ability …”


  


  Then comes the final line: “Under penalty of death.”


  


  “Under …penalty …of death?”


  


  The Council of Elders stands, with a little (okay, a lot of) help from the Sentinels behind them. With veiny hands that look more like Halloween party props, they manage a bony, mostly silent golf clap as I bow.


  


  The four Sentinels who brought me in lead me gently back outside. I turn back around before we exit through the double gym doors. The Elders are still staring at me, smiling with their skeletal jaws, some of them still clapping until, at last, their Sentinels guide them slowly, very slowly, away from the table.
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  Ambushed


  


  



  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  WHAT’S A ZERKER?” I ask when we’re nearly home. Beyond the dusty windshield of Dane’s truck, the sun begins to rise.


  


  Dane and Chloe share one of their “how could she be so stupid?” glances.


  


  Dane says, “Didn’t the Council explain Zerkers to you?”


  


  “Of course they did,” I say, “but obviously not well enough. I thought I’d eat some brains, hang out with you guys, get used to being celibate for the rest of my life, and that would be that. Now I find out there are these Zerker characters that aren’t like regular zombies. That we’re supposed to hunt them down and eliminate them. What’s up with that?”


  


  “They’re not just ‘not like’ regular zombies, Maddy,” Dane explains gravely as he signals to turn off the interstate and onto Marlin Way, the main road into Barracuda Bay. “They’re not zombies, period.”


  


  “Well, what makes a regular zombie a regular zombie then?”


  


  Dane looks at Chloe.


  


  Chloe rubs her eyes. “The same thing that makes a kid get to school on time, or follow the rules, or not drown live kittens: a conscience. Regular zombies are like regular people, only dead, reanimated regular people. Zerkers have no conscience; they don’t read The Guide; they don’t visit the Elders, register with the Book of the Dead, or follow the rules.”


  


  “Why not?”


  


  Dane says, “The thing about Zerkers is, they aren’t personally reanimated; they’re turned.”


  


  “Huh?”


  


  “Take you, for example,” Dane says. “You wake up yesterday morning, all was right with the world. You go to school, eat your lunch, gossip with Hazel; you’re the All-American Girl. But for whatever reason you stupidly decide to go jogging in a thunderstorm and, zap, you’re struck by lightning. That’s Reanimation in the First Degree. You, personally, received a pure dose of millions of volts of electricity and went from being alive to being undead. However it happened to us—to you, to me, to Chloe—we were all three Reanimated in the First Degree.”


  


  “Zerkers,” says Chloe, “aren’t born; they’re made. In other words, some zombie who was Reanimated in the First Degree turned them. So they’re not born of pure energy; they’re Reanimated in the Second Degree.”


  


  “Sort of like when a vampire turns one of us, and we’re never as strong as he is, or powerful, or—?”


  


  “Not quite,” Dane says with a sour expression. “For one, there are no vampires. What are you, crazy? That’s pure fiction. Second, Zerkers are usually more powerful than we are because rather than ordering animal brains from Harvey at the all-night deli, they get them straight from the source.”


  


  “What, like, the cattle processing plant?”


  


  “More like some poor soul’s skull,” Chloe says. “Zerkers rob fresh graves; they dig up the dead; and, when they’re feeling really destructive, they feed on the living, too.”


  


  “You mean, Zerkers kill …people? Like, real, live …human people?”


  


  “Not just human people, Maddy.” Chloe rubs the spot between her eyes right above her nose. “Zerkers like to stalk people; they actually enjoy killing people. They pick somebody close to them, say, a neighbor, or a cashier at their favorite grocery store—”


  


  “Or someone in their Home Ec class,” Dane says pointedly, but I’m too overwhelmed, too shocked, to process that particular scenario.


  


  “Or someone in Home Ec class,” Chloe continues. “And they’ll toy with them for awhile, you know, like a cat with a mouse. Stalk them for a few days, bump into them in class, pop in on them in the graveyard—any of this sounding familiar yet? Anyway, they basically try to scare the pants off of them, and then when this person—or student—can’t take it anymore, when their brain is literally frazzled, the Zerker strikes, chomp, and …good-bye, brain.”


  


  Dane takes over. “They say the hunt, the chase—all that fear—makes the brain more electrified so that when they finally crack open their victim’s skull and scoop it out, the brain is twice as powerful as if they’d snuck up on somebody and conked them over the head.”


  


  Suddenly I’m thinking of Hazel, of all those empty seats in Home Ec, of the Curse—and who might really be behind it. “Who would do such a thing?” I ask, not really expecting an answer.


  


  Dane slams on the brakes and the truck fishtails, the end swinging around to the left as we dig into a slide in the middle of the road. I look to see what made Dane brake, only to see Bones and Dahlia standing in the middle of the road.


  


  “Who would do such a thing?” Chloe says, flinging open her passenger side door and leaping into the road before the truck has even stopped moving. “You’re looking at ‘em.”


  


  “Fancy meeting you three here.” Bones cackles, rubbing his large, pale hands together like he’s getting ready to dig into an all-you-can-eat brains buffet.


  


  Beside him, Dahlia looks petite but powerful in her all-black outfit and higher-than-normal heels. Under the waning moonlight, their skin is almost porcelain white, the hollows under their eyes deep pools of sadness, fear, and death.


  


  “What do you want, Bones?” Dane says, rising from the truck almost casually and standing shoulder-to-shoulder with Chloe. There’s a relaxed but practiced manner to their movements, like maybe they’ve done this before. I join them on the road, hanging slightly back, just in case.


  


  Bones takes a step toward me. “Why, what we’ve wanted all along, Dane. Her, of course.”


  


  Chloe steps in front of me while Dane moves to my side. “Nice try,” Chloe says. “She’s already been assimilated, Bones. You’re too late, as usual.”


  


  “Assimilated,” Dahlia says, as if she’s uttering a curse word. “Like that matters.”


  


  “Maybe it doesn’t matter to you Zerkers,” Dane shouts, “but it matters to us zombies.”


  


  “Please.” Bones stands his ground, his white track suit shiny and his eyes grim under his soft white ski cap. “Let the Elders make their rules and we’ll make ours. You’re in Barracuda Bay now, Dane. The Elders can’t help you here.”


  


  “Maybe the Elders can’t, Bones, but the Sentinels sure can.”


  


  Bones and Dahlia laugh.


  


  “The Sentinels.” Bones mocks. “The Keystone Cops is more like it; they couldn’t catch a Zerker with two hands tied behind his back.”


  


  “Or her back,” Dahlia says indignantly.


  


  “Too right,” says Bones distractedly. “Too right. Besides, we’re through playing nice. Give us the girl, or the Truce is off.”


  


  “What Truce?” Dane says, spittle flying from his mouth as he steps forward threateningly. “You think we’re blind, Bones? You think we don’t know what’s been going on around here?”


  


  Bones opens his mouth, and a scary smile spreads across his stiff, white face. “Why, whatever do you mean?”


  


  “The students, Bones,” Chloe says. Then she starts ticking them off one by one, as if she’s crawled inside my head and onto my bedroom wall and is reading them off my very own grave rubbings. “Amy Jaspers. Sally Kellogg. And now Missy Cunningham. Are you guys that stupid? It’s not bad enough you go cracking skulls in Barracuda Bay High School, but you have to pick them all from the same class? You didn’t think anybody would notice?”


  


  Dahlia smiles, giving nothing—and everything—away. “So what if we did crack a few skulls, Chloe? Like we told your little friend there, they were girls nobody would miss. I mean, it’s not like they were popular or anything. And even if they were, what are you going to do about it?”


  


  Chloe takes a step toward Bones. “Maybe we can’t do anything about it on our own, but the Elders sure can—”


  


  Bones shouts, “Enough with the Elders. So what if we broke the Truce? So what if a few local girls have a few …accidents? Nobody’s putting two and two together; nobody’s come asking questions, and the Elders couldn’t care less. We want the girl, Dane, and we want her now. If you don’t hand her over right now, there will be consequences.”


  


  “Not happening, Bones,” Chloe shouts just as loudly. “And if you break the Truce again, know this: there will be consequences.”


  


  Bones and Dahlia look at each other and shrug.


  


  “Don’t say we didn’t warn you, zombies,” Bones says as he retreats back into the woods near the side of the road.


  


  “Just remember, Maddy,” Dahlia whispers forcefully before following Bones. “They can’t protect you all the time. Sooner or later, you’re going to have to face us alone. And then whose empty stool will Hazel be staring at in Home Ec?”
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  Cloudy with a Chance of Gray Matter


  


  



  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  WE’RE ALL STILL silent when Dane pulls the truck onto Pompano Lane. A few houses before ours, I say, “Here’s fine,” and he stops; no arguing, no fussing, just applies the brakes.


  


  I move to my left to get out of the passenger side, but Chloe is showing no signs of moving anytime soon. Although I have all of eternity stretching out in front of me, I’m still pretty impatient to get out of this truck once and for all tonight.


  


  Dane sighs and slides out of the driver’s seat. He extends a hand to help me out, and I take it, feeling once again how cold it is.


  


  “Is mine that cold, too?” I ask self-consciously.


  


  He nods slowly, almost like he’s embarrassed to admit it. “Here’s the thing I’ve found, though,” he whispers. “If I’m going to meet someone new, and I know it ahead of time, I rub my hands together for a few minutes first or, if that’s going to be too obvious, I’ll sit on them; that way at least they warm up enough not to raise suspicions.”


  


  “Thanks for the tip,” I say sincerely.


  


  Then there’s this awkward little moment when we’re both still standing there, with no reason to be and nothing to say. The sky is turning a kind of amber as the veil of darkness lifts and the blue of morning takes its place.


  


  It’s quite beautiful, actually, and the stark light causes dramatic shadows to form under Dane’s prominent cheekbones. They’re so beautiful I want to touch them, and I almost reach out a hand to, but then …I don’t.


  


  And just like that, the moment is over. He climbs into the truck and slides away without a sound.


  


  I watch them drive off and then hear a quick blurt of brakes followed by a low whirr of reverse as the truck swings back into view. Dane backs up, slows to a stop, and holds out the little cooler through the window.


  


  “Don’t forget your brains.” He smiles before driving off again.


  


  As I round the corner, I’m crossing my fingers that Dad will have been called out on an early run and his car won’t be there and, and …there it is, snug and sound. At least when I get in he’s in the shower, singing some old ‘80s pop song at the top of his lungs, which gives me time to unload the brains, empty the cooler, hide it in the garage, and prepare to be totally, thoroughly disgusted.


  


  The brains are cold (thanks for all that ice, Dane) and big, much bigger than I’d imagined them to be. Harvey has sliced them up nice and thick. I cut off what looks like a pound of brains onto a paper plate. Then I look at it and think, Okay, no.


  


  I mean, not that I won’t eat the brains—because I have to, right? But …brain accessories, please? I know I’m not supposed to cook them; I get that part, but The Guide doesn’t say anything about not using spices or herbs.


  


  So naturally I dash on a little light soy sauce for good measure, throw on some things I find in the spice cabinet over the stove: oregano, thyme, salt, pepper from a grinder—you know, all the Food Channel basics. There’s some crushed garlic in the fridge, a little relish to go on top of that, some olives, and a tube of sesame seeds, until, finally, it looks like the poor little pound of brains is wearing a spice helmet.


  


  So I stop and even scrape off a few of the dozen or so garlic mounds, swirl the seasonings around, and …chomp. Now, here’s the thing about brains: they’re chewy. And not like fun, sweet, enjoyably chipper bubble gum chewy, either.


  


  Like, gristle chewy; plastic-straw chewy; piece-of-shell-in-your-crab-salad chewy; shoelace-tip chewy (not that I would know, but still, you catch my drift).


  


  And as for the taste? Kind of earthy; you know, like liver pâté or dark meat when you’re having seconds of Thanksgiving turkey and it’s all that’s left because your stupid uncle Harvey is a pig and the hostess, your aunt Harriet, is too cheap to buy a bird big enough for eight people.


  


  Now, the brain’s an organ, right? So why shouldn’t it be chewy? Still, chewy or not, once I start chewing, I can’t stop; I mean, suddenly I realize I haven’t eaten any human food since my grilled cheese sandwich the night before and I. Am. Famished.


  


  Chewy as they are, I know my suspicions about becoming a zombie are correct when I gobble them up, whole, without retching even once. (This from a girl who gags when she even drives by a raw bar.)


  


  If zombies need brains to keep going, then it’s official: I. Am. A. Zombie.


  


  Heartbeat or no, I’ve never felt so …alive …before. The brains, they are …intoxicating, electrifying, rejuvenating. I feel like I’ve inhaled 15 Red Bulls at one shot—without the after-crash. Or like the runner’s high I get sometimes—without the running.


  


  It goes down a lot—a lot—faster than I thought it would. Believe it or not, I’m so ravenous for the gray matter, I grab the first bag of brains, lop off a second pound, and eat it straight up. No chaser—not a single spice. No garlic cloves, no salt, not even a little pepper or soy sauce to cut the chewy, musky, organ-y taste. No fork or knife, either; just standing right there over the sink, gnawing on these little gray brains, chomping away caveman style like those guys who enter the all-you-can-eat buffalo wing contests on TV.


  


  Halfway through my over-the-sink cerebrum pig-out, I hear some kind of animal sounds, like a distant groaning. No, not quite groaning—more like growling. That’s it! Like a German shepherd when you get between him and his bowl.


  


  Then I realize it’s no animal. It’s me doing all that growling.


  


  I try to picture myself there at the sink, 17-year-old girl in her flip-flops and yoga pants, a high ponytail to cover the half-dollar-sized black mole in the middle of her head, brain juice oozing down her forearms toward her rolled-up hoodie sleeves as she chomps, chews, gnashes, gnaws on a pound of brains straight from the butcher bag, growling like some dog with a bone.


  


  Sexy, huh?


  


  I swallow, quickly, and wash my hands all the way up to and past the elbows, Grey’s Anatomy style. I dry them off with a dishrag and am tossing out my second paper plate of the morning when I realize, well …that won’t do.


  


  What if Dad comes out of his shower and sees the full trash and wants to recycle, and as he’s sorting the trash finds brains all over the paper plate?


  


  So I groan and empty the trash, lugging it out to the curb while looking around to see if maybe the neighbors can somehow see through the can and spot the brain crumbs drying as we speak. Nope. So far, so good.


  


  I go back inside and hear Dad whistling in his room. Okay, coast’s clear, for now. I risk a quick shower, skipping washing my hair, and then grab my usual school uniform: khaki slacks, white blouse, high collar, black flats, a pomegranate scarf around the waist for color.


  


  And boom, I’m back in 10 minutes or less and there’s Dad, standing in the kitchen looking clean and dapper, with his thinning hair combed back, his powder blue boxer shorts and starched white undershirt hiding beneath his frazzled green terry cloth robe, which never quite fits all the way around his bulging belly.


  


  He’s chewing and swirling a morsel around in a little plate of soy sauce. Around a full mouth of something, he says, “You know, I’ve never been a big fan of sushi for breakfast, but I have to say, this raw fish you brought home from the deli is really great. What is it? Tuna? Whitefish?”


  


  I look at the “it” he’s talking about and, of course, I’ve left the half-empty bag of thickly sliced brains out on the countertop and the soy sauce and sesame seeds nearby. Wouldn’t you know it? Dad has confused a pound of leftover lamb’s brains for his morning serving of sushi. (Hmm, doesn’t say much about his coroner’s training, now, does it?) He’s already got the second bite wedged in his mouth and is soy saucing up a third, so it’s too late for me to tell him what they are now. Instead, I kind of putter behind him, bag up what’s left of the brains, and stow them in the freezer.


  


  “I’m glad you like it, Dad, but I was saving that …uhhm, sushi …for a special occasion.”


  


  He swallows his last bite of brain sushi. “Well, dear, I hope it’s not too special.” He takes out one of the business cards from his wallet and picks the brains out of his teeth. “I don’t think sushi’s supposed to be quite that hard to chew.”


  


  As he teeters back into his bedroom to start dressing for the day, I look in the foyer mirror and flinch at the pale, dead face staring back. Then I remember the burn hole in the middle of my head and let down my greasy ponytail while scouring the hallway closet for something suitable to cover my head with.


  


  I find an old beret Dad gave me after he found out I watched all of the Pink Panther movies on cable one night. I slip it on and stare at my reflection. Not bad. Not good, by any stretch, just not …bad.


  


  Kind of edgy, a little out there, but …definitely something Hazel would approve of. Then I grab my keys and stomp out the door, ready to face Day Number 1 as Zombie Number 3.
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  Maddy Gets a Makeover


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  CAN YOU HELP me?” I ask, showing up at Hazel’s door 15 minutes before we usually leave for school.


  She takes one look at my face and says, “Jesus, what happened to you? And where the hell did you get that god-awful beret?”


  I clutch the beret tightly and say, “It was in the back of my closet. I thought, you know, it would detract from my face.” In reality, of course, I need it to cover the lightning hole in my head (but that info’s strictly on a need-to-know basis).


  “It’s not working,” Hazel says, dragging me toward her room.


  We wave to Hazel’s parents as they argue over the last piece of toast in the kitchen.


  “Hey, Maddy,” they shout before just as enthusiastically going back to arguing.


  Hazel’s mom pauses from the argument as we disappear up the stairs. “Nice beret,” she calls.


  “Bon appétit,” Hazel’s dad says.


  Upstairs I sit at Hazel’s vanity (yes, not only is Hazel the one girl on the planet with an actual vanity in her room; she actually uses it regularly). Staring at my pale face in the mirror, I say with panic in my voice, “I tried doing something myself, Hazel, but then I gave up, wiped it off, and came over here.”


  “Well”—Hazel pats my shoulder and then opens up a tackle box full of makeup on either side of the vanity mirror—”you’ve come to the right place.”


  “I just—”


  She stands there, hands on hips, gawking at me staring at myself in the mirror. “What …is …going on here? Are you sick? You didn’t look this bad when I saw you last night. What gives?”


  (I nearly gasp. Was it really only last night? With all that’s happened, it feels like a lifetime ago that I stood in my driveway waving Hazel off yesterday.)


  She pinches my cheek and yanks her hand away as if she’s touched a hot iron. “Yikes, Maddy, you’re cold. I mean, ice-cold. Are you sure you feel up to school today?”


  “I feel fine, Hazel. I just, I dunno, maybe I’m allergic to my new face cream or something. Can you just make me look less …less …”


  “Dead?” She smirks.


  I avoid her eyes and nod as she gets to work. I watch in amazement as she brings color to my cheeks, shades over the dark circles under my eyes, and fills out my thinning lips with color, but not too much. I’m so dumbfounded by the before-and-after transformation that I don’t even protest as she goes to take off my beret. That is, until I hear a gasp and look away from my reflection to see hers in the mirror. She’s staring at the top of my head. My spot!


  “What is this?”


  I stand abruptly, grabbing a fresh barrette off her vanity and working speedily to cover the spot back up. “Nothing, just …I don’t know, actually. I woke up this morning and …there it was; I must have fallen out of bed and hit my head on the nightstand or something. If I did, I don’t remember.”


  She cocks her head in that “I don’t believe you” way. “I think you’d remember hitting your head that hard, Maddy. I mean, you have a huge, black bruise on the top of your head. I touched it. It’s not even a bruise; it’s like a …scab.”


  “It doesn’t hurt.” At least that’s not a lie.


  She makes her “just saw a spider” face. “It sure looks like it hurts. It hurts me to look at it; I can tell you that much.”


  “That’s why I covered it up,” I say, not addressing her insensitive dig.


  We’re getting late for school now, and she follows me back down the stairs. Her parents have gone off to work, leaving the kitchen a mess, but Hazel barely looks at it as we traipse out the door. She gets in my passenger seat and, before she can protest, I yank on the steering wheel and turn back toward my house.


  “Hey,” she shouts, “you’re going the wrong way.”


  “I forgot something.” I’m scoping the driveway for signs of Stamp. I’ve been thinking, you know, when I didn’t show up at the party last night, he’d at least come looking for me this morning. I mean, it’s the gentlemanly thing to do, is it not? Make sure the girl you asked to Aaron’s party who never showed up is still alive? (Or undead, whatevs.)


  Unless, of course, he asked every girl he bumped into yesterday to the party and can’t keep track of them all by the next morning. Is that it, Stamp? Are you a serial-bumper-turned-party-inviter? (Please, oh please, don’t let him be a jerk. Not after the night I’ve had; the night I’m still having.) I cruise by the empty driveway, see nothing there, not even Dad’s coroner’s wagon, and swiftly step on the gas.


  “I thought you said you forgot something,” Hazel says as we speed toward school.


  I shrug, cursing her stupid photographic memory. “I just suddenly remembered I didn’t forget.”


  “Okay”—she turns in her seat to face me—”what’s the deal with you? I leave your house last night, you’re Maddy. Young, pretty, warm skin, tan skin. You show up on my doorstep this morning, and everything—I mean everything—has changed. Suddenly your skin is white, your body’s cold, you look like death warmed over, with enormous circles under your eyes, you’ve got a huge black …hole, scab, circle thingy in the middle of your head, you’re wearing a beret, for Pete’s sake, and now you say you’re remembering not forgetting things you thought you forgot in the first place. So …what gives?”


  “Hazel, I don’t know. The spot, the skin, the cold—the beret—I can’t explain it.”


  “You’re lying to me.” She sits back in a huff, arms folded, as we inch up the long line toward the junior/senior parking lot. “You’re hiding something.”


  “I’m not.”


  “You are, Maddy. It started yesterday with this Stamp character. I mean, first you bump into him in the halls; next thing I know you’re walking back from the cemetery with him, and you tell me last night nothing happened? Then today you show up like this? Something’s not adding up, Maddy.”


  “Hazel, honestly, I’m not—”


  “You remember what I said to you 11 years ago when I made you my best friend?”


  “How could I forget?” I sigh, miserably, staring at the steering wheel since we’re only going less than zero miles per hour.


  “What’d I say to you, Maddy?”


  “You said if I ever lied to you, if I ever hid anything from you, we wouldn’t be friends anymore.”


  “That’s right, Maddy. I don’t take this friendship crap lightly; you know that about me. I don’t know if you caught some virus you don’t want anybody to know about, if you’re pregnant or hung over or strung out or dying or what, but if you can’t tell your best friend about it, well, then maybe you’re not best friend material after all.”


  We’re parked now, but I have the feeling that, even if we were still three blocks from school, Hazel would have stomped off and slammed the door on me, if only to have the final word, like she does right now. I sit there alone in my car, engine ticking, second bell ringing, kids streaming past, alone, and burst into tears.


  Only …no tears. No water, no snot, no …nothing.


  “Oh, great,” I say to I-don’t-know-who. “Now I can’t even cry.”


  15



  Reversal of Fortune


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  NOT SURPRISINGLY HAZEL, gives me the cold shoulder later that morning in Home Ec. I mean, we’re supposed to be writing down recipes for our end-of-semester five-course-meal project, but basically she’s just texting her other friends while I flip listlessly through a couple of the ancient recipe books from Ms. Haskins’ library. (Although, if I had any other friends, I guess I’d be doing the same.)


  This happens to us every so often. Maybe two, three times a year. I mean, girls, back me up here: that’s normal, right? You spend 99 percent of your time with the same person every day and, odds are, you’re going to snap eventually.


  Usually I can joke her out of anything, but today I’m not in the joking mood, so I figure I’ll annoy her to death. (Sorry, bad joke, wrong class, wrong day, wrong lifetime.)


  “Hey, Hazel,” I say in a singsong voice as she focuses on her jeweled pink cell phone. “What do you think about possibly preparing roasted turkey with sage and sausage stuffing for our end-of-the-year project?”


  Nothing; she doesn’t even look up from her phone. I smile to myself and ask, “Hey, Hazel, what do you think about possibly preparing roast pork and sauerkraut for our end-of-the-year project?”


  With each question, my voice grows less sing-songy and more passive-aggressive, until toward the end there I’m practically shouting as I turn the recipe book pages. “Hey, Hazel, what do you think about possibly preparing pheasant under glass with roasted parsnips for our end-of-the-year project?”


  It goes on like that, ad infinitum, well, until even I can’t take it anymore. Finally, I practically scream one last suggestion. “Hey, Hazel, what do you think about possibly preparing a big, fat, heaping dish of ‘kiss my ass; I’d never lie to you’ with a side order of ‘go to hell; I haven’t done anything wrong’ for our end-of-the-year project? Hmm, how’s that sounding to ya?”


  Without so much as a glance in my direction, Hazel stands up, pockets her phone, grabs her bag, walks to the back of the room, and asks Ms. Haskins for a pass during the last 15 minutes of class.


  She never returns.


  Not long after she’s gone, Ms. Haskins walks over to me. Her voice all concerned-like, she says, “Maddy, are you …okay?”


  Her tone is only vaguely teacherly; it’s like she’s talking to a friend at a bar or restaurant or something. With her husky, breathy voice, she sounds at least five years younger—and ten shades cooler.


  I’m all ready to lie, to perk up, get chipper, and blow her away with some great, enthusiastic, pompom, “ooh-rah” BS, but there’s something about the authentic concern in her eyes, so I kind of sigh, deflate from the shoulders on down, and say, honestly, “I don’t know, Ms. Haskins.” I wasn’t going to, but something about an adult taking an interest in me at this very vulnerable minute crumbles my resolve.


  She sits atop Hazel’s empty stool. “Did you catch something from Hazel?”


  I don’t know what to do with that. Either my brain isn’t working right, or the question is so ridiculous my overworked system can’t handle it right now.


  Ms. Haskins clears her throat. “Well, she just asked me for a pass, saying she wasn’t feeling well, and I couldn’t help but notice that, well, you don’t look so hot yourself …”


  I shake my head. “It’s not Hazel, Ms. Haskins. I just …woke up like this.”


  No one’s quite saying what “this” is yet, but it’s obviously something, what with all the stares in the hall and now Ms. Haskins’ worried face. If I thought I could become a zombie overnight and put on some makeup and go to school the next day and no one would notice, well, I guess I’ve got another think coming.


  “I’m trying to be tactful here, Maddy, but you don’t look …how should I say this? I guess I’ll say it: you don’t look well. At all. Is there anyone who can drive you home?”


  “Drive me home? Right now? We still have four periods left. I mean, if I leave now I’ll miss Art.”


  Ms. Haskins doesn’t answer, but I figure if a teacher is telling you to go home, there’s a reason for it.


  “Is it that bad?” I say, looking down at her $200 shoes. Again, she doesn’t say anything, just keeps looking at me until I brave her sorrowful expression and look back. She finally nods, biting her lip, and hands me an office pass so I can go check out.


  I thank her, embarrassed, thoroughly, and get up to walk out. I’m watching Ms. Haskins walk back to her desk, wanting her to turn around so I can thank her again, to let her know I appreciate her honesty, when I spot Bones and Dahlia lounging in their own little corner of the room.


  I’ve seen hundreds of stares this morning, but this is a first: smiles. Bones and Dahlia are smiling as I catch their eyes. I shiver. What with their pale skin, pronounced cheekbones, and those spooky yellow eyes, it’s not a good look on them.


  And suddenly I remember their threat: “Sooner or later, you’re going to have to face us alone.”


  So I make a simple plan for the day: Stay close to people you know.
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  Man Troubles


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  UNFORTUNATELY, THAT’S NOT so easy. First Hazel thought I was lying to her and brushed me off in Home Ec. Then, the minute I walk into Art class, strike number two is pretty clear: Stamp has turned on me as well.


  How do I know? Well, it starts when the sub for Mrs. Witherspoon greets me with a hearty “Hello there. Mrs. Witherspoon’s judging an art show in Tallahassee this weekend, so we’ll be having a ‘free day’ in art this morning. Why don’t you grab a seat and sit wherever you like? You can thank me later.”


  Then I see that Stamp’s already gotten the message, given that he’s surrounded himself with no less than five slobbering Art Chicks who are hanging on his every word. He’s talking about last night’s party (natch) when I sit down—alone—a few tables away.


  “ …then I told him, I’m not drinking out of that beer bong unless you fill it with two cans. None of this wussy one-beer crap for me.”


  And, oh, the girls do laugh—and laugh and laugh and laugh.


  I sneer, open my pad, and begin sketching (for some odd reason) two beer cans sprung to life and attacking a certain tall, dark, and handsome football kicker.


  “So who was there?” one of the Art Chicks asks, loudly enough for them to hear in the cafeteria (three schools away).


  “Oh, everybody,” he says as loudly. “Just …everybody.” He looks my way, which I promptly ignore. “You know, I mean, everybody who’s anybody.”


  And the Art Chicks sigh knowingly, even though none of them were there (probably) and could care less that he’s doing this for show, only to make me jealous (I’m assuming-slash-hoping). And Stamp just talks, and they just laugh and laugh, and I sit and fume and fume, thinking how abruptly your fortunes can change when you’re 17, lonely, and undead.


  I mean, yesterday the world was my oyster. Best friend, hot guy asking me to parties, sneaking out of the window, Dad none the wiser, two blocks away from snogging with the new kicker for the football team, and then—whack, zap, whammo—game over. Do not kiss hot new guy, do not have understanding best friend, do not have heartbeat, go straight to Zombieville and stay there permanently.


  And today? My best friend won’t talk to me, Stamp obviously thinks I blew him off and won’t give me the time of day so I can explain what really happened (well, a sanitized version of what really happened, anyway), clearly Bones and Dahlia want to add me to the long list of victims from Third Period Home Ec, and Ms. Haskins thinks I look grody enough to send home—four periods early.


  As the laughter continues and Stamp brags about how cool the party was and how hot all the girls were and how rockin’ the music was and how flowin’ the beer was, I carefully fold my drawing into fourths, then eights, then sixteenths, then keep folding until I can’t fold it anymore. And when I’m done folding it, I slip it in my pocket and sit there until the bell rings.


  It seems to take forever, and in that time all my hopes of getting with Stamp are dashed one phony, breathy Art Chick giggle at a time. Twenty-four short hours ago my future was bright, and it seemed a given Stamp would wrap that big white bicep around my shoulder and seal the deal. Today it’s like I hardly know him.


  He seemed so …sweet …yesterday, handing me my books after we ran into each other in the hall, molding his little clay figures at this very table, walking me back up the hill from the graveyard when I needed someone the most. And now?


  He might as well be a stranger. I look at him out of the corner of my eye, telling his stories, drowning in his fans, and think about what could have been. As one of the Art Chicks carefully moves his little Superman curl aside and flirts ruthlessly, I blink away a few more nontears and stare at the clock, willing it to move forward one second, one tick, at a time.


  Maybe it’s for the best he turned out to be a jerk, after all. I mean, what kind of future did we have? Me, the Living Dead; and him, Drop-Dead Gorgeous? Did I think he was going to keep asking me to parties once he felt my cold skin, kissed my cold lips, felt my dead, nonbeating heart? Did I really think he was the kind of guy who was up for a little interzombie dating?


  Finally the bell rings, but it doesn’t bring the relief I’m looking for. Stamp is up and out in a heartbeat, never looking back, not even when his harem of Art Chicks scurry after him beckoning, “Stamp! Wait up, Stamp!”


  I stand listlessly and walk past the sub, enduring the openmouthed stares and finger points of my fellow classmates as I wander through the halls, the loneliest zombie on the planet.


  I’ve got my head down, and I’m not really looking where I’m going, or very much caring, when somebody bumps into me. I look up, but the person is already past, and even from behind I could swear it’s Dane shuffling off down the hallway in his black hoodie and grody sneakers. Oh well, easy come, easy go; just another guy who can’t be bothered to give me the time of day now that I literally look like death warmed over.


  Believe it or not, the highlight of my day is emptying the shavings from Mr. Harvey’s pencil sharpeners during sixth period. No, not because I’m addicted to the particular, peculiar, and quite powerful smell of pencil shavings (you know what I’m talking about). It’s because after being cooped up for six straight periods, I finally get some fresh air and freedom.


  There’s nothing else for me to do as library aide by this point in the day anyway; all the books have been reshelved by Mr. Harvey’s previous five aides of the day, and Mr. Harvey is sequestered in the computer lab Googling himself. The only thing left to do is empty all 12 pencil sharpeners (one at the end of every other row of books), collect them in a plastic garbage bag, and spend the last 20 minutes of class out on a perfectly good, teacher-approved Library Aide Hall Pass.


  “Write yourself a pass,” he mouths behind the computer lab window.


  I start to but can’t find a pen on the reception desk. I’m digging through my pockets for one when I find a crumpled piece of paper that I know I didn’t put there.


  I open it up. It’s a triangle of lined paper, roughly torn on two edges, like whoever did the tearing was angry, or in a hurry—or both.


  [image: 154-1]



  So that’s what the whole bumper cars imitation in front of Art Class was about? Shoving a piece of scrap paper down my pocket? I shake my head, throw away the note, and then empty out the pencil shavings in the same trash. I hold up the bag toward Mr. Harvey on my way out the library doors, but he’s engrossed in some astronomy website, so I just walk out.


  I’m tempted to throw the shavings out somewhere else, Dane’s note be damned. I mean, who is he to demand exactly where I dump my pencil shavings during sixth period? By the same token, I’m vaguely curious as well. I mean, if Zombie Number 2 is going to all this trouble to pass me some stupid note, well, maybe it’s worth checking out after all.


  The Dumpster’s behind D-wing, between the cafeteria and the hard Art classes, Remedial Auto Shop, Rocket Building 101, Power Soldering, ROTC—that kind of thing. I take the long way there, past the vending machines in B-wing, past the boys’ locker room over by A-wing (you know, in case there’s a sudden fire alarm and 30 wet, naked guys have to come rushing out the rusted double doors and suddenly feel the need to be rubbed down with pencil shavings), and out through C-wing to get a little fresh air.


  Not that the air is always so fresh next to the Dumpster, but it beats sitting in the library listening to underclassmen giggle over the dirty parts in Judy Blume’s Forever for 50 straight minutes.


  By this time of day, most of the school is on autopilot. The jocks are saving up energy for after-school practice; the thugs have already been sent home, suspended, or expelled for the rest of the year; even the mean girls are cruising until their afternoon pedicures and spa treatments. So I walk in silence out the doors, round the corner toward the Dumpster, and find Dane Fields halfway through a sizzling Marlboro Light as he lingers a few feet outside the back door to Shop class.


  The yard is full of scrap metal, rusty car doors, old oil drums, and dozens of other hiding places perfect for the sixth period smoker. And, with all that’s going on in my life right now—no best friend; no boyfriend; and, oh yeah, I’m dead—this is my very first thought: I didn’t know Dane Fields smoked. Interesting.


  He’s walking right up to me. “What took you so long?”


  “Back off, Dane. You know how long it takes to empty out all the pencil sharpeners in the library?”


  “You mean all twelve? Like three and a half minutes max.”


  I shake my head and dump the shavings in the Dumpster, practically one shaving at a time, just to make him wait another minute or two. I don’t know why Dane is pissing me off so much today, but he …just …is.


  I guess it’s not Dane, per se, and it’s not even Chloe so much. It’s the way they’ve forced me into this unholy little family of theirs, hook, line, and zombie. I mean, of all the kids in this town who could be zombies, and I get stuck with …them?


  He fumes. “Listen, Maddy, we have some serious shit to talk about, and you need to start taking me seriously.”


  “I get that, Dane. Really, I do.” I look around for witnesses and, finding none, continue. “But you need to give me some time to get used to this, okay? I mean, I’ve been a …zombie …for, like, 48 hours, okay? Cut me some slack. I’m up all hours of the night, running around my room like it’s a prison cell. I’ve got my dad eating brains by accident and thinking they’re sushi. Now Hazel won’t talk to me; she thinks I’m lying to her about something. Gee, what could that be? Every kid in this school is staring at me like I’ve got ‘zombie’ written on my forehead. I mean, I’m doing the best I can here, all right? Just …back …off.”


  He looks at me and says, more softly this time, “Okay, okay, I get that, Maddy. I do. I know it can’t be easy for you right now, and trust me, I get that you’d rather hang out with your Normal friends like Hazel than Chloe and me, but you’ve got to start doing a better job of passing. This …look …you’re sporting isn’t cutting it.”


  I hang my head. Now even the zombies think I look like crap. I mean, talk about the pot calling the kettle dead. “I’m trying my best, Dane. I had Hazel give me a makeover before school, and she’s practically a makeup expert.”


  Dane cracks a crooked smile. “Sure, with Normals, maybe, but helping a zombie pass takes a very particular skill set.”


  “Yeah.” I chuckle. “Well, I guess I haven’t acquired that one yet.”


  The bell rings, and we look at each other with a kind of resigned frustration, like maybe I’m still a little peeved at him and he’s still a little pissed at me but we’re stuck with each other, so somehow we’ll find a way around it.


  Anyway, as we part, he says over his shoulder, “Don’t worry, Maddy. I’ve made an appointment with someone who’s an expert at passing. She’ll be waiting for you after school.”


  “Yeah.” I laugh on my way past the Dumpster. “If I make it that long.”
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  Jock-Blocked


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  AND, AMAZINGLY SOMEHOW, I do. By the time the final bell of the school day rings, I’ve basically forgotten all about Dane and his unsolicited makeover advice. My mind is on about 1,001 other, more important things, like, you know, how I’m going to keep Dad out of my brains supply and keep Hazel in the dark about my zombie status when she is literally up in my business 24/7/365. So I’m halfway to the junior/senior parking lot, letting it all flood my brain, when I see Stamp waving me down.


  I get a jolt as I see him standing there outside the boys’ locker room, ready for Friday night’s big game. He’s in his football pants—short, tight little things that start just below his belly button and end right below his knees. But then he’s also wearing this little half-shirt thing, I guess to go under his shoulder pads? So above his belly button he’s got, like, two full feet of bare skin.


  I’m staring at both of them when he says, uber-casually, “What’s up?”


  You know, like he didn’t ditch me at some party the night before, like he didn’t not come looking for me the next morning, like he didn’t completely diss me in Art class. What’s up? That’s rich.


  So, of course, I respond appropriately, really letting him have it. “Nothing. I just …I wanted to apologize for not making it to the party last night.” (Okay, so I didn’t let him have it, but you’d do the same damn thing if you were looking at the same two feet of naked man skin I’m drinking in.)


  “Please.” He snorts, waving it off. “I just figured you stood me up. You know, playing hard to get is all. No biggie.”


  “Really?” So that’s why he didn’t come looking for me the next morning. “I dunno, Stamp, I’d be pretty peeved if somebody did that to me.”


  He gives me that funny Stamp look. “Water under the bridge, Maddy, really. But listen, I’ve got a few more minutes until coach starts bitching about warming up for tonight’s game. Hey, you coming, by the way? Anyway, I wanted to ask you something …”


  In the back of my mind I’m thinking, Fall Formal, Fall Formal, but I don’t want to jinx it, so I say, “Yeah, what?” as casually as possible. Which is pretty hard to do when you’re already mentally making hair and nail appointments and predicting the color of his tux so you can match your eye shadow.


  He blushes, looks away, spots something over my shoulder, and frowns.


  I figure maybe it’s the school PDA Police coming up from behind but turn to see Hazel slinking up instead.


  Great. Where before there were merely half pants and six-pack abs and Stamp’s stammering question, suddenly there’s Hazel and her flowing red hair and her ample, man-magnet booty …and a dreadful, awkward silence.


  After what seem like 10 full minutes, I look at her and ask, flat out, “What’s up?” Girl talk, of course, for, Back up off my man, biotch.


  “Oh, nothing. I just wanted to let you know Ms. Peppercorn asked me to be on the Decorating Committee for the Fall Formal. She wanted some male input, and since I don’t trust any of the other guys in this school, I figured maybe I’d invite some new blood to participate.”


  “Me?” asks Stamp.


  “Stamp?” asks me.


  Hazel rolls her eyes. “Yeah.” Then, she shoos me off. “This is a formal invitation, and I have to do it right, so …scram.”


  And, just like that, suddenly I’m the third wheel in my own conversation. I kind of stand there for a second, disbelieving, but Hazel is obviously serious, to the point of kind of turning her back halfway on me and forcing Stamp to look at her.


  I say, “Okay, well, I’m going now. Bye!”


  Stamp smiles helpfully, unsure whether to take any of this seriously, until Hazel snaps. “Focus, Stamp. Now, as I was saying …”


  I stumble away, head down, taking little looks over my shoulders to see Stamp gazing forlornly after me and Hazel reeling him back in with a hand on his cheek. Her hand. On his cheek. Meanwhile, the question he’s been meaning to ask hangs unanswered in the air.


  I’m confused, hurt, hopeful, and embarrassed, all at the same time. I mean, what if he wasn’t going to ask me to the Fall Formal after all? What if he was only asking, “Hey, what’s up?”


  I’ve never dated a jock before. What if that’s just what jocks do? Hang their landing strips out to dry in front of the boys’ locker room every day and see what sticks? What if it was all innocent and what I think happened didn’t really happen?


  But it did; I know it did. It doesn’t take my superhuman zombie senses to figure out I was about to get asked to Fall Formal and Hazel just …just …yock-blocked me. I’m halfway through the parking lot, kicking every stone and blacktop pebble in my path, when I realize someone’s leaning against my car.


  Chloe Kildare.


  “Get in,” she says when I get close enough to the driver’s side to hear her.


  “Yeah,” I say with my new zombie comeback cool, already pissed from Hazel’s jock-block and in no mood for any other chicks I can’t stand messing with the rest of my afternoon. “I plan on it. It’s my car, remember?”


  Ignoring her, I bend down, get in, and slam my door to avoid seeing her any further. Unfortunately, the electric keychain has unlocked all four doors, and before I can protest, Chloe is already riding shotgun.


  I sigh. “Chloe, seriously, I don’t have time for … this …today.”


  “Girl,” she says without a trace of irony as she looks from my pale skin to the dark circles under my eyes, “you literally have all the time in the world.”


  “I may be immortal, but that doesn’t mean my schedule’s any lighter these days. My dad’s been working all week and wants me to have dinner with him tonight, I’ve got a Sociology paper due next Thursday, and I still don’t have a date to the Fall Formal, thanks to my best friend, so I have absolutely less than zero time for you to sit in my car and bully me around, and—”


  “That’s fine.” She reaches for the door and pushes it open. From the seated position, she calls out to Stamp, now leaning against the wall outside the locker room as Hazel flanks him like a one-woman she-wolf pack licking her lips before dinner. “Hey, Stamp,” Chloe cries out. From here, I can’t tell if he can hear her or not. “I wanted to tell you a little secret about your girlfriend.”


  “Get in here,” I shout, grabbing Chloe by the arm and yanking her halfway across the seat toward me.


  As I fire up the Honda and peel out of the parking lot, she says, “God, you’re so easy. Did you really think I was going to break about three dozen zombie laws and squeal your secret to Stamp? Right there, in broad daylight?” “I dunno.”


  “Yeah, well, I wasn’t.”


  I sigh, my head not exactly hurting, but my brain feeling like it’s caught in a vise. “So, what is this, Chloe, some kind of zombie intervention or something? First Dane corners me in sixth period to tell me I’m not living up to my full zombie potential or whatever, and now you’re staking out my car after school? What gives?”


  “What gives,” Chloe says as she looks me up and down in the unforgiving sunlight streaming through my windshield, “is that you look like 10 pounds of crap shoved in a 5-pound bag—and we can’t have that. Dane and I have a rep to protect, you know, and now that you’re one of us, well, we can’t have you giving death a bad name.”


  I look at Chloe with her pancake makeup and pierced nose and cringe. “So you’re the makeup expert Dane was talking about earlier?” I ask, unconvinced.


  “What?” Chloe says. “You were expecting maybe Heidi Klum?”


  I frown, but it’s hard when I want to laugh. Who’da thunk it? Chloe Kildare? Cracking jokes? Giving me makeup advice? Riding shotgun like she owns the car, feet up on the dashboard and all? The world truly is upside down. Or, at least, my world is.


  “I thought it would be easier, I guess,” I say as we steer slowly through the long line of kids getting out of school on this beautiful fall Friday in sunny Barracuda Bay.


  “Yeah, well, it does get easier, but not if you get outed by the whole school your first full day with the Z-disease. We’ve been watching you all day, Dane and I, checking to see how you’d do. I have to tell you, zombie to zombie, you failed. Big-time. I mean, kids who never look up from their textbooks were talking about you today. The whole school thinks you have malaria or something.”


  I brake for the next stop sign and peer into the rearview mirror. A stranger peers back—a dead, white, pale, broken stranger with no clue, no life, no future. “Is it that bad?” I ask for the dozenth time that day.


  She doesn’t answer the question. “Listen, you take me to the mall, and I’ll make sure you pass and nobody finds us out. Deal?”


  Instead of turning left toward home, I turn right and head toward the Barracuda Bay Galleria. “Do I have a choice?”


  Chloe’s dry chuckle is my answer.
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  Sentenced to Food Court


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  WE SIT IN the food court, mostly deserted this time of day, two zombies slurping sodas like a couple of poodle-sweatered girls in a ‘50s diner. Aside from yesterday’s grilled cheese sandwich, it’s the first human food I’ve had since I died (do brains count?) but, more importantly, the first nondiet soda I’ve had since I was maybe, what …eight years old?


  A few tables away, a frazzled mother sits with her two young boys, yelling at one then another while trying to stuff a quick gyro into her stressed-out gullet. “Jeffrey, stop. Brian, don’t do that. Jeffrey, put that down.”


  Chloe ignores them, staring out at the mostly empty stores beyond the food court perimeter.


  “So remind me again why I’m not drinking diet.” I take a tentative sip of the thick, syrupy soda. It’s surprisingly good. So good I take two more long, big sips. The viselike tension from my head immediately lifts, as it always does when I’ve been too long without caffeine and drink my first snort of Red Bull—wham—32 grams of sugar straight to the cerebral cortex.


  She shakes her head. “For starters, you’ll never have to count another calorie again. Look at you; you’re in the first stages of Assimilation. I bet you’ve lost at least 15 percent of your body fat already. Trust me, it doesn’t take long. By the final stages, you’ll be down to 4, maybe 3 percent body fat, tops, for the rest of your life.


  “We’re literally running on electricity now, Maddy, so your metabolism is crazy fast. So this”—she holds up her half-empty cup, as big as most popcorn buckets—”the liquid keeps your cells hydrated; the sugar gives your brain a boost. You don’t need to drink it, not exactly; you can go without it; it just …helps you feel more …human.”


  Her voice has turned almost wistful, her eyes falling on the frenzied mother and looking downright sad. I give her the moment, although a thousand questions run through my brain. The biggest one being, Why is Chloe suddenly being so nice to me? The mother looks up, sees Chloe’s stark white face, severe black makeup, scowling eyes, and T-shirt studded with safety pins, and gathers her boys to leave without cleaning up.


  Chloe turns to me without comment.


  “How long have you been, you know, like …this?” I ask.


  “Thirty-seven years,” she says nonchalantly, as if I’ve just asked her the weather. “But …how?”


  She turns to me, taking another deep, almost desperate slug of soda. She explains, too calmly, “I was holing up in an abandoned warehouse with my boyfriend. It wasn’t only us; lots of kids did it back then. It was called ‘squatting’; Google it sometime. Anyway, the cops got a tip, raided the place; everybody took off, even my boyfriend. I’d had a little too much to drink, maybe a few other things, so I couldn’t move quite as fast as everybody else.


  “Anyway, the cops tried to bust me, I resisted, they tased me; both of them at the same time, set Tasers to quadruple stun. I don’t think they planned to; it just worked out that way. You have to remember, this was back when they first started using Tasers. They were pretty much brand-new, experimental, unproven—twice as big, plus twice as strong, as they are today.


  “Anyway, I went through the Awakening; that’s what they call it when you actually die and go into a kind of hibernation. But I wasn’t totally gone; I could hear what they were saying, those cops. I mean, they thought I was dead; no pulse, no breathing, cold skin, the works. One said he had a family and kids and he wasn’t ‘going down for some punk skank.’


  “I still remember that: ‘punk skank.’ Nice, huh? The other guy was young, only a kid himself. He said this could ruin his career. So they just left me there; didn’t even throw a blanket over me or anything, like you would for a dog. When I came to a few days later, I stumbled off, figured things out, needed to get away from there as fast as I could. Didn’t want the same cops catching me again, obviously. I went here, went there; soon enough I figured out what I was, learned what I had to the hard way and, well, here I am.”


  “How’d you find out about the whole eating-brains-within-48-hours deal?”


  She shakes her head. “I didn’t. I just …got really, really hungry and …that was the only thing I had a craving for. I guess it’s like when girls get pregnant; they know what they want. It got so bad after a day that I could literally smell the brains through the grocer’s deli door. I waited and broke in that night and chowed down. It was …awesome.”


  The way she’s describing it, I can almost taste the brains right about …Hold up, girl. Focus. Stopping myself from licking my lips at the thought of fresh brains, I ask, “And you never saw your boyfriend again?”


  She sucks the last of her soda up and shoves the gargantuan paper cup away. “What, you mean that creep who left me to deal with the cops? No, Maddy, I didn’t; didn’t want to. Not like you and that football stud you were drooling over after school. What’s his name? Stamp?”


  I roll my eyes, sipping carefully at my soda. “Lot of good that’s going to do me. You saw Hazel jock-block me.”


  Chloe smirks. “Thought you two were best friends.”


  “Me too.”


  Finally, Chloe points to her temple and says, “Lemme see it again.”


  “See what?” I ask, instinctively pushing my ridiculous beret tighter onto my head.


  “The mark,” she says, inching closer. “I saw you showing Dane in the trailer, but I want to get a better look. I’ve heard of zombies being reborn by lightning but never met one before. I just want to check it out.”


  When no one is looking, I snatch off the beret, bend toward the table, let her see, and then slip the hat right back on.


  When I look at her, she’s nodding admiringly. “Very nice. You know, hair grows for six weeks after you die, so by, say, Thanksgiving …that should be all covered up.”


  “Really?” I ask hopefully; here I’d thought I was stuck with it forever. (Oh, the things that pass for pleasant surprises when you’re dead.)


  “Really,” she says, looking me up and down again. “But now enough with the show-and-tell. If you’re going to pass, we need to do you up right.”


  Before I can protest, she stands and tosses her soda into the nearest trash can.


  Helplessly, I follow.


  A couple of hours and most of Dad’s emergency stash later, Chloe and I are both weighed down with bulging bags from multiple stores. I’m used to shopping with Hazel, a fun, sunny person, in fun, sunny stores, for fun, sunny things. Shopping with Chloe is as dark and somber as the things she makes me pick out: black T-shirts, black slacks, black blouses, black jeans, black socks, black shoes—and that’s before we get to the makeup counter.


  “I can’t wear that,” I say as she makes me buy the thick, white face powder my grandmother used to wear to bed every night of her life. “It’s not me.”


  “Look.” She sighs, bullying the cashier into ringing it up anyway, along with the $30 of black makeup, lipstick, and nail polish she’s piled onto the cosmetics counter. “Right now you’re already a little—how shall I put this?—gray. And you’re, what, not even two full days in? By Monday morning, trust me, you’re going to need to either (a) wear enough blush to pass as a circus clown or (b) do what I do and go for the Goth look. Trust me, Maddy, this is more believable.”


  “Me?” I ask as we trudge out of the department store and head for the mall’s main entrance. “Goth? That’s going to be believable? I think most people who know me—granted, that’s not a ton—but most people who know me would find it easier to believe I was an actual zombie before they’d believe I was a Goth.”


  She looks at my trademark khaki slacks, white blouse, high collar, black flats, pomegranate scarf belt (and let’s not forget “le beret”) and frowns. “Okay, maybe not at first, but trust me, every teenager goes through some kind of phase: punk, Goth, rebellious, slutty, skank, whatever. Just pretend this is yours. This way your dad might question it, but at least he’ll understand it—eventually. This way Hazel and your other brainiac buddies might cock an eyebrow, but if they’re real friends, they’ll get over it. It’s the easiest way; trust me.”


  She pauses near the fill-your-own-bag-with-jelly-beans store to rearrange the bags in her hands and adjust her black bra strap and says, “Hey, at least Goth is still in. You should have seen me trying to pass this look off back in the ‘80s when everyone and their sister was still a preppy.”


  She gives me a quick glance up and down before adding grudgingly, “No offense.”
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  Creature Features


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  I HEAR THE shower running in Dad’s room the next morning. Spotting his car keys on the foyer countertop, I breathe a sigh of relief. I hate it when he pulls these double, sometimes triple, shifts, given his line of employment. And especially now, given my new knowledge of the undead world. I mean, what’s to stop the next cadaver in his next body bag from popping up and taking a bite out of his neck?


  To make up for his long night, I start the coffee brewing, toast up some of his favorite whole grain Eggos, and put on water to boil for his other favorite: hardboiled eggs (one of the few things I can make for him without screwing up).


  I step out the front doorway and grab a daisy from his measly flower garden, find a little vase in one of the kitchen cupboards, fill it with water, pop the flower in, and set it between two place mats on the table in the breakfast nook.


  By the time Dad’s dressed for work and sniffing around the coffeepot, I’ve got three eggs on boil, his frozen waffles buttered and syruped exactly the way he likes them—heavy on the butter, light on the syrup—and hand him a fresh cup of coffee in his favorite oversized Christmas mug.


  “To what do I owe the honor of my daughter fixing me breakfast-almost-in-bed?” he quips, sitting down at his place setting and admiring the fresh flower in his improvised bud vase. His voice is vibrant, but his eyes are tired, and I know these late nights are catching up with him. (Tell me about it!)


  I lean against the kitchen counter next to the oven. “Nothing, Dad. I just …hate to see you working such late shifts at, well, you know …” I let my voice trail off, but Dad is too sharp to let my unspoken message go unnoticed.


  “You mean ‘to work such late hours at …my age’? Is that what you were going to say, dear?” He smiles even as he nails it. “I know you think your old man is ancient and decrepit, but you can stack six of those young whippersnappers they send my department fresh from the university every summer, and I’ll outwork them, out-think them, and outlast them every time.” His dander’s all up and his coffee’s half gone.


  I top off his mug. “Whoa, pardner, I was just going to say I don’t like you working such late shifts and such odd hours, period. No ageism was implied, honest.”


  He peers at me doubtfully, takes a sip of coffee, and looks at me again, more closely this time. “Tell me this.” He sighs, turning toward me. “Did Hazel approve this new …look …of yours?”


  And that’s when I remember: today is Goth Ground Zero. I picture myself as I looked leaving my room only half an hour or so earlier: black duds from head to toe, two layers of white pancake makeup, plenty of mascara and eyeliner and, the pièce de résistance: maroon lipstick and black nail polish. Instant Goth.


  “You’re not digging the Twilight look, Dad?”


  “Maddy, you’re my daughter and I love you. And, let’s face it, you’d look gorgeous wearing a hoop skirt and a raincoat. You’re young; I figure I’ve had it pretty easy as far as fashion phases go. If this is as bad as it gets, well, color me happy.”


  And that’s that: Dad in a nutshell. His daughter is a Goth; either I’ll grow out of it or he’ll get used to it. One way or the other, fighting about it isn’t going to do either of us any good. No screaming, no yelling, no judging—just tells you like it is and that’s that.


  He yawns and gulps more coffee and slices off a square of perfectly toasted Eggo. After chewing it thoroughly and swallowing with pleasure, he says, “Aren’t you joining your old man for breakfast today?”


  I look at my empty place setting self-consciously. “I’m trying to lose weight, Dad, you know …”


  He has that little twinkle in his eye. “Oh, I know, for the Fall Formal.”


  Not quite, Dad, but that’s one less excuse I have to make this morning. One less lie I have to tell.


  When I don’t answer, he says, “Well, so, has your new guy asked you yet?”


  I reach for a can of Mountain Dew from the fridge so it at least looks like I’m eating/drinking something. The fact that Dad doesn’t have a hissy fit over me drinking one of his nondiet sodas or, for that matter, notice that I’m not drinking diet for, like, the first time ever, is a testament to his ongoing quest to find me a boyfriend.


  “He’s not ‘my guy,’ Dad and, for your information, no, he hasn’t asked me to the Fall Formal …yet. I just, you know, I want to look good in case he does.”


  Around a mouthful of waffle, Dad says, “Well, he better not wait too long. Isn’t it this coming Friday?”


  I raise my can to my mouth just as he finishes asking so I don’t have to answer. Then I notice him waiting, expectantly, with his fork in one hand and his knife in the other over his empty plate. I’m thinking about telling him to do his own damn dishes when suddenly I remember the pot of boiling water next to me and his three overly hardboiled eggs.


  Without thinking, I put down my can, reach for his plate, and one by one snatch the eggs out of the boiling water.


  With.


  My.


  Bare.


  Hands.


  I think nothing of it because my hands are so cold and the water is so warm (hot, boiling, whatever) and, according to page 68 of The Guide, zombies don’t feel pain, so why not? I’m looking at Dad’s plate, smiling and thinking, Man, he’s going to love those eggs, and then my gaze travels up from his plate to his face and he. Is. Shocked. Shocked, I tell you.


  “Maddy,” he shouts, leaping up from his chair to examine my hands with a practiced medical eye. “What were you thinking?”


  “What?” I try to snatch my undamaged hands back, but his grip is too strong even for my extra-super zombie powers (at least, that is, according to page 32 of The Guide).


  He’s got my hands out in front of me, flipping them over and over, back and forth, up and down, studying them from every angle, and they look as pale as they did before I stuck them in boiling water to scoop out his eggs. Not a splotch, not a mark, not a blister, not a sore, not even a glossy pink sheen.


  “Incredible,” he says, as if he’s got some new species of germ under his microscope back at the coroner’s lab. “Not so much as a scratch.”


  Then he looks into my eyes and asks, more calmly now, “Maddy, I’m serious now, whatever were you thinking?”


  I rack my brain for something sensible that a scientist like Dad would buy. “I don’t know, really,” I blurt. “We were reading in Science how, if you move fast enough, you can put your hand in freezing ice water or, in this case, boiling water, and not get a scratch. I guess I wanted to see if that was true.”


  He looks at me closely, like maybe he doesn’t believe me. “You could have just asked me, Maddy, and I would’ve told you: it isn’t true. By rights your hands should be severely burned right now, maybe second-even third-degree burns covering all the way up to your wrists. And yet you don’t have a scratch on you.”


  “So the teacher’s theory was right, then.”


  “No, in fact, far from it. It appears that my daughter is simply a freak of nature.” He tries to pass it off as a joke, but he’s clearly upset.


  Inside I’m mentally kicking my brain cells. How could I be so stupid?


  He sits down, stands up, sits back down, and then pushes away his plateful of uneaten eggs. “Well, Madison, it appears as if you’ve pulled off another impossible feat.”


  “What’s that?” I hide my hands from view.


  “You’ve made me lose my appetite for your specialty: hardboiled eggs.”


  We make polite chitchat as he gets ready for work, me hiding my hands whenever possible, him scouring them for evidence of what he calls late-event trauma, which never quite develops. As he leaves, telling me how he’s got to pull another all-nighter, he’s still shaking his head—and I’m still feeling stupid.


  But he’s not the only member of this family with an inquisitive nature, and now that my official zombie diagnosis has finally been confirmed, I have a little research of my own to do. But not in any library.


  Mega Movies opens at 10 a.m. on Saturdays; I get there at 9:58, sharp. In the two minutes I’ve got before opening time, I haul out my cell and text Hazel: Up 4 a movie night l8r? That takes less than a minute to type and send, and I know Hazel (a) is already up, (b) has her phone on, (c) usually texts me back in six seconds or less, and (d) is now trying to punish me with the silent cell treatment. I sigh, check the dashboard clock—which now reads 10:01—and get out of the car.


  A chubby guy in Coke bottle glasses and a faded green Mega Movies golf shirt says, “Have a Mega Movie day,” as I walk in and a little electronic bell chimes over the front door. Veiled in my hoodie and dark sunglasses, I smile and wave a pale, unboiled hand before rapidly shoving it into my front pocket. I head straight for the horror section while he tidies up and gets ready for another dull Saturday morning shift.


  There are two full walls of horror: lots of sequels and prequels and dark, black covers with blood dripping red from titles like Death Derby 6, Monster Camp 3, and Bloodsuckers 2. Most are vampire movies; I skip those. (Frankly, I would have skipped those even before I became a zombie.) A few are about werewolves, ghosts, mummies, and the like; I skip those, too.


  The stuff on zombies—what little there is—is mostly old, ‘70s and ‘80s stuff with hordes of brain-dead flesh eaters crowding the DVD covers and body parts lying around at their stiff, dead feet. I grab a few random titles that don’t sound absolutely horrible—Zombie Invasion 3, Night of the Teenage Brain Suckers, Zombie Family Vacation Getaway—and ask the guy in the faded green shirt and thick glasses if he knows of any more that aren’t out on the shelves.


  “Zombies?” He scratches his head out of habit. Spotting my stack, he asks, skeptically, “What do you have already?” I show him my thin stash, and he pooh-poohs them all with a wave of his pudgy hand.


  “Listen,” he says, leaning in close even though I’m the only soul in the store. His breath smells of mint mouthwash but not quite enough mint mouthwash, if you know what I mean. “These are for amateurs. Keep them, if you want, but I hide the good stuff in the documentary section; you know, so they’re always in. Nobody ever goes back there.”


  He leads me to a dark corner of the store, dusty and stocked with a big cardboard box full of rolled movie posters and a handwritten sign that says, FREE! Take me home! On one wall, scattered amidst lots of serious-looking nonfiction films—many in black-and-white, most with subtitles, all dusty—is the mother lode of all zombie movies: six by the time he gets through cherry-picking them off the walls for me.


  “Now these,” he says with obvious relish, “are what zombie movies are meant to be.” He holds them close to his chest on the way back to the sales counter, as if a crowd of customers might storm the store at any moment and try to rent them away from me. Once we get to the register, he takes my other three, adds them to the pile, and studies me a little more closely.


  I have to keep reminding myself that I’m dressed like a circus freak, as if my black fingernail polish isn’t reminder enough when I hand my card over.


  “Let me guess,” he says, swiping my Mega Movies membership card, “you and your Goth friends are having a zombie watching party. You know, getting a jump on Halloween?”


  I shake my head. “Haven’t you heard? Goths have no friends.”


  He smiles anyway, hitting on another bright idea. “I got it: the new boyfriend’s a big zombie fan, and you’re trying to play catch up so it looks like you share the same interests?”


  Ha! I wish that (a) I had a boyfriend, (b) he liked zombie movies, and (c) he was down with dating one—indefinitely. I slowly shake my head. Not even close, pal.


  He grows visibly worried. “We don’t get many girls renting these,” he says with a grin, scanning each zombie flick slowly as if he’s suddenly having second thoughts about renting them to me in the first place.


  “Well,” I say matter-of-factly, “you do now.” “I mean, they’re pretty gross,” he says dramatically. “You sure you’re okay with the walking dead?” I am now. “Yup.”


  “Monsters chomping on raw brains?”


  I actually have personal experience with that one. “Sure thing.”


  “I warn you”—he finally hands them over—”they’ll keep you up at night.”


  “Not a problem,” I say on my way out the door. “I’m kind of …an …insomniac.”


  On the short drive home, I chuckle at the irony of it all: a real-life zombie renting zombie movies. Slipping through the front door and locking it behind me, as if one of the neighbors might see my towering stack of gore and suddenly put two and two together, I promptly load the top movie on the stack into the high-tech DVD player on Dad’s beloved big-screen TV and settle onto the couch with …no movie snacks.


  I realize it’s the first time I’ve ever left Mega Movies without an armful of Twizzlers, microwave popcorn, Raisinets, and Goobers in addition to my pile of movies. It’s weird. Not only am I not hungry at all (best diet ever); I just …don’t crave those things anymore, at all. I wonder, will watching movies be the same without movie snacks? Only one way to find out, I guess. I push play on …what is it again?


  Oh yeah, get this: Zombie Homecoming. Catchy, huh?


  As the opening credits roll over a black-and-white screen that looks, cleverly enough, like a formal homecoming invitation on a silver platter, I check out the box it came in. The zombie on the cover is a mostly skeletal girl in a tattered red homecoming dress, a crooked tiara resting on her flat green forehead (so …what, I’m going to turn green now? That’s my future?), and a black sash hiding a thick gash in her throat, where you can almost, just barely, see the exposed vocal cords. (Nice. You stay classy, Zombie Homecoming filmmakers.) She looks all kinds of dead, not very attractive—or fun, for that matter—and about as lifelike as a dollar store Halloween mask on a half-price mannequin.


  I sigh, watch the opening scene where the homecoming queen somehow takes a detour past the high school gym (why?), where it’s clearly homecoming (I can tell by the big Homecoming banner over the double gym doors), and straight to the nuclear plant, presumably to make out with her boyfriend, who, uhhm …works there?


  Late at night?


  Even though he’s still in high school?


  And it’s …homecoming?


  What, he couldn’t get the night off?


  It goes downhill from there. (But then, what did I expect?) In the first 10 minutes of the movie, our plucky heroine (a) parks her car next to a stack of rusty yellow canisters with a red toxic waste symbol plastered all over them, even though two inches away there’s clearly an empty parking lot full of much better spaces, (b) trips, twice, for no apparent reason, (c) finds her boyfriend in the Porta-John (???), (c) makes out with him (in the Porta-John, no less—grossness), (d) follows him back to her car, where (e) he leaves her without saying good-bye (rude), and (f) the toxic canisters magically open up and drown her in her car with a toxic green goop (that looks suspiciously like gallons of neon mint jelly). By minute 11, she’s become a great green ogre, her toes falling off as her clueless date slips on her size-10 dress shoes on the way into the homecoming dance; hilarity ensues.


  I turn it off shortly after that and stick in Zombie Groom next. Wow. Just, wow. At least Zombie Homecoming had a little charm; Zombie Groom is just gross. And not only gross but single-minded, charmless, and gross.


  One minute the lead character is this semihand-some groom (look, we’re not talking A-list stars here) who steps outside his wedding reception for a quick smoke; the next minute, some random zombie walks—sorry, stumbles—over, bites him on the neck, and suddenly he’s …drumroll, please …Zombie Groom.


  Zombie Groom is a lot hungrier than Zombie Homecoming Queen, who took at least five minutes to chomp her first victim after catching the Z-disease; Zombie Groom goes in for the kill almost immediately, biting his best man on the arm—right before he tears it off and gnaws on the elbow bone (elbone?) like it’s a giant chicken leg. Then his best man, with only one arm, bites the caterer in the neck, blood gushes all over the pigs-in-a-blanket and, once again, hilarity ensues.


  I watch for a few minutes more as the zombies get grayer and grayer, hungrier and hungrier, and less …human …by the minute. Half an hour into each of the first two flicks (or about as long as I can stand each one) the zombies have dragging arms, missing teeth, shrunken eyes, hanging jaws, blood-soaked chins, and they’re eating small intestines for appetizers and human thighs for dessert.


  I suffer through a few more—Zombie Picnic, Zombie Cheerleader 4, Zombie Biker Gang 2—until I’ve had about all the standard zombie dialogue I can take: “Brains, eat! Eat brains!” Then I slide the last disc out, put it back in its box, and spread the cases out, side by side, on the coffee table.


  You know, kind of like a zombie lineup.


  I stare at my future—rotting skin, sunken eyeholes, bad skin (gray or green seem to be the prevailing choices), holes in my clothes, bad prom dresses, torn sashes, grave dust in my hair, intestines like sausages hanging out of my mouth—and wonder, Is this what I have to look forward to?


  I mean, when did the world decide vampires were the sexy undead? In the movies they could fly, flirt, seduce, sparkle, transform, kick butt, and look good doing it. Even werewolves got to look human 29 days a month, right? Could go out in the sun, enjoy a fresh burger, play Frisbee with their buds with no one the wiser?


  But zombies? I haven’t seen one zombie, anywhere, ever, that looks even remotely …human. They are dismal, dead, dying, and gray (or green, whatevs); dead eyes, dead mouths, dead brains, dead souls.


  They don’t say anything (except “Brains!” or, occasionally, “Eat brains!” or, once in awhile, “Brains, eat!”), don’t do anything, don’t …feel …anything.


  So how come I can feel everything?


  And just how long will it last?
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  HAZEL SHOWS UP later that night as I’m watching the last of the zombie movies. (I can’t help it; if I rent nine movies, I’ve got to watch all nine—even if they are degrading to zombies, in general and me, in particular).


  She doesn’t knock on the door, doesn’t rap on the glass by the door, just uses her key and walks right in. “Break and enter much?” I say from the den, mostly so she’ll know where I am. (As if the screaming victims running from the dead-eyed zombies wouldn’t clue her in.) “Bitch much?”


  I snort out some of the Mountain Dew I’ve been sipping.


  She flops down on the couch and grabs the cup from me and takes a sip. “Eewwww, where’s the diet?” she asks, a wrinkle in her nose and a gag in her voice.


  “I’m not buying diet anymore.” I’m little-white-lying easily now that I’ve done it so often. “All that fake sugar is bad for you. My dad read a study where—”


  “Really?” She interrupts, putting the cup down like it contains radioactive waste. “Well, tell him to read the study where high school girls who quit drinking diet soda get fat, lonely, and unpopular. I think he’ll find it highly interesting. Maybe he’ll even share it with you.”


  “Hmm.” I sigh, glad to have Hazel back, on my couch, in my life, riding my ass. “And what respected scientific journal would that be in? Liar, Liar, Pants on Fire? Or maybe it’s in volume 8 of I Don’t Know Jack; I’m Just Making All This Up?”


  “Uh, yeah, you’ll actually find it in Common Sense for Loser Girls, volume 1.”


  “Touché.” I giggle and, at last, she joins me.


  We sit comfortably for a minute.


  She leans back and turns her head my way. “I’m sorry, Maddy.”


  I look back, still smiling. “Sorry for what, Hazel? The part about accusing me of lying to you?” And even as I say the words, I kind of feel guilty for giving her grief when, actually, I totally am lying to her. “Yes.” She groans.


  “Or the part about you stiffing me in Home Ec?” “Yes.” She groans again.


  “Well, wait, I wasn’t finished yet. Or the part about you not texting me for the last 24 hours?”


  “Yes, yes, and whatever else you’ve got stored up for me, yes, I’m sorry for that, too. Maddy, I’m sorry; it’s just—”


  “Whoops, just one more. Or the part about you interrupting Stamp when I think, think, he was going to ask me to the Fall Formal?”


  “What? You didn’t tell me that. Why didn’t you say something?”


  “Uhhm, I did say something—with my eyes. I believe it was, ‘If you don’t get the hell out of here, I will poison your dog, if you ever get one,’ or something along those lines.”


  Hazel is rocking back and forth, laughing, “God, I’m so stupid. I really thought I was doing you a favor.”


  “What? How? By getting Stamp to not ask me to the Fall Formal?”


  “By getting Stamp involved in the Fall Formal. I figured, you know, that way I’d have his ear more than his stupid football friends and, you know, could talk you up.”


  “Hmm.” I sigh, shaking my head at Hazel’s circular logic. “So let me get this straight: rather than letting a half-naked hottie ask me to the Fall Formal on the spot, you figured you’d interrupt me, blow me off, send me away, and lure him onto the Fall Formal Decorating Committee so you could convince him to do sometime next week what he was already willing to do yesterday? That is really awesome, Haze; thank you so much.”


  She’s giggling so hard she almost—almost—for-gets to notice my new Goth style. But she wouldn’t be Hazel without quietly—and then not so quietly—judging me, so eventually she notices and gives me the proper best friend once-over.


  Making sure I notice every eye roll, tongue click, and sigh of desperation over her best friend’s fashion faux pas, she gradually works her way up from my black sneakers past my black sweats to my black hoodie and beyond to my pale face and dark eyeliner and maroon lipstick.


  “Hmmm.” She finally sighs, staring me in the eye. “Seriously? We’re seriously doing this Goth thing? In public and everything?”


  I wince. “Well, not permanently, Hazel. I mean, only until I figure out what this …sickness …I’ve come down with is and get back to normal. Once I’m feeling like myself, when total strangers aren’t stopping me in the halls and asking me how long I have to live, yeah, I’ll go back to khakis and white linen, but for now …like it or lump it.”


  She rolls her eyes and notices my hands on the back of the couch. “The black nail polish is a classy touch. Very eighth grade; so retro.”


  “Thank you.” I laugh.


  Just like that, Hazel is back: bigger, stronger, happier, sadder, funnier, and more judgmental than ever.


  After a few more minutes of busting my balls over the new Goth look, she looks away from me and toward the TV screen. Before I can react and hit the pause button, she sits up, eyes wide. “What are you watching?”


  I was so happy to see Hazel, I forgot all about the TV. I look at the screen to see the star of Zombie Gardener 3 using his trimming shears to slice off the toes of his latest victim. At that precise moment, his mouth opens, and black, oozing goo pours out all over the floor of his nursery.


  “N-n-nothing, just …some old movie that was on. Saturday night, you know. What’s really on?”


  But Hazel is smart and sees the stack of zombie movies towering on the coffee table right next to the clicker. “This isn’t on TV right now, Maddy; you actually rented this crap. Like, actually left the house to go and pick these titles out, specifically.”


  She reaches over and sees the zombie titles. “Zombie Gardener 3? Who knew there was a Zombie Gardner 1 and 2? Zombie Biker Babes on Spring Break? Maddy, what’s gotten into you? I ditch you for one measly day and you resort to this—”


  A knock on the door interrupts her tirade. What’s left of my decaying heart flickers, but she smiles to beat the band and says, “Oh, yes. Please tell me I got here before Stamp was supposed to come over and take you out on a date. Please let that be my reward for saying ‘I’m sorry’ first this time.”


  I get up and go to the door to prove her wrong, dead wrong, but naturally she’s there before me by a half second (damn her warm and fleshy human muscles) and whips open the door. The doorstep is empty; no one is there—but, no, that’s not quite right, either.


  I’m getting ready to shut the door when Hazel stops me and points to the middle of the deserted street, where two figures stand under a streetlamp. One is petite, dressed fashionably; the other is tall, dressed ridiculously—Dahlia and Bones.


  “What the—?” Hazel stands stock-still, her hand still on the doorknob. “Aren’t those the creeps from Home Ec? What are they doing prank knocking you on a Saturday night?”


  I feel her pain. It’s not exactly that I’m surprised to see them that’s giving me the willies. I mean, after all, they did promise to get me alone and I suppose, in a way, I’ve been waiting for this moment ever since they bushwhacked me, Dane, and Chloe on the way back from our little late-night visit to the Council of Elders. It’s the way they’re standing there just so, stock-still, in the middle of the street, under that streetlight.


  Creepy?


  Creepy doesn’t even begin to describe it.


  I leave Hazel in the doorway for two seconds and reach into the hallway closet, where Dad keeps his weekend softball uniform. Resting underneath it is an aluminum bat. I grab it and walk past Hazel straight out to the driveway. She goes to follow me, and I say, “Hazel, lock the door and call the cops.”


  She does neither, following me out to the street instead.


  “My, my,” says Bones, not moving, not smiling, his lips barely fluttering as he watches Hazel’s red pigtails bounce behind her. “Looks like we hit the jackpot tonight, Dahlia. We came here looking for Victim Number 4 and found Victim Number 5, too.”


  “What are they talking about, Maddy?” Hazel asks, her always minty breath stale and hot on my shoulder as she crowds next to me for safety.


  “Nothing,” I shout, as if her ear isn’t two inches from my lips. “These fools are just talking nonsense, as usual.”


  “That’s right, Hazel,” says Dahlia, dressed in sleek, formfitting black from head to toe. She’s done up her eyes and nails to match. “We’re just fools, talking nonsense. Nothing to worry about here.”


  “N-n-no, no,” Hazel stammers, sounding for the first time in, I think, her whole life somewhat less than confident. “You said something about victims. What were you talking about?”


  Bones smiles. “Do we have to spell it out for you, Hazel? After all, you’re the one who insists our Home Ec class is …cursed.”


  And I see the look in Hazel’s eyes, and I see her putting things together, and I think of the cold, hard Sentinels in their blue jumpsuits and what they’d do to me—to Hazel—if they found out I let a civilian know about the Zerkers, the Truce, and zombies in general. (Or me, in particular.)


  So even though I don’t want to, even though it is, in fact, the last thing in the world I’d like to do, I pick up the bat and start moving forward.


  Bones is laughing as I walk, stiff but strong, out to meet him in the middle of the street.


  Dahlia isn’t. She moves swiftly to my side, and while Hazel screams for me to stop, they’re suddenly on me, around me, and things move very, very slowly after that.


  The bat is powerful in my hand and sounds blissful as I bring it down on Dahlia’s shoulder blade with a thwacking, shuddering crunch.


  She goes down immediately but not for long, and in the meantime Bones reaches for the bat with a long, spectral hand. I thwack it away with the bat, the hollow aluminum cracking along his bare knuckles once, then twice. He laughs, but I see him snatch his hand away and know that if I haven’t exactly hurt him, I’ve at least surprised him.


  Meanwhile Dahlia launches into me with a lurching tackle, sending me sprawling onto the pavement, but I have a vise grip on the bat and pound it into her shins as she wrestles me back onto the ground. She shrieks and backs away, hobbling in her big black boots.


  Then suddenly Bones is hovering over me, smiling before he kicks me halfway across the blacktop and practically into the tires of my car.


  Hazel screams again, kneels to help me.


  I murmur, “Hazel, get lost.”


  But she doesn’t. She sits there, stupidly, as I stand and try to protect her as best I can.


  It’s freeing, not feeling the pain, but with Hazel right there I know that could all change at any minute.


  So I rush to meet them back in the street, but they’re slippery and know I’ve found my strength. I drag the bat along the street, liking the harsh, bare aluminum sound it makes on the even harsher blacktop, liking the vaguely startled look in the Zerkers’ eyes even better.


  Bones winces ever so slightly as Dahlia tries to blitz past me, but I catch her just under the chin when she thinks I’m not looking, and down she goes, pale and momentarily dazed.


  But Bones is right there behind me, grabbing me up in his arms until the bat is useless, and he’s squeezing me tightly to punish me for laying a finger—make that a bat—on his precious, broken Dahlia.


  I hear things cracking, things inside me—things I’m pretty sure I’ll need later on—and know I’m not strong enough to fight Bones yet. Not like this; not all alone, Zerker-to-zombie. I struggle and squeal, wriggling and kicking and biting and clawing, until, like a gardener who’s stumbled on a wasp’s nest, Bones finally flings me down, hard, onto the pavement, just to get rid of me before he’d squash me like a bug.


  I lie there dazed for a second, thinking of Hazel, and scramble up to protect her. But I’m already too late. At least, too late to save her by myself.


  Miraculously, Bones lies on the ground, his neck under Dane’s knee as Chloe holds Dahlia high overhead, threatening to crack her like a walnut over her thick, rather unladylike knee.


  “Sorry, Maddy,” Dane says, trying his best to keep Bones under control. “We came as fast as we heard.”


  “Heard what?” I say, walking up to meet them, grateful and proud that I’m only limping slightly.


  “Heard you”—Chloe nods toward the bottom of our hill—”from the graveyard.” Then she looks at Hazel, cowering by the hood of my car in her pink outfit and glitter nail polish and bright red pigtails and frosty crème lipstick and ruby red Converse high tops, and adds, “Or rather, heard Hazel screaming.”


  Bones grunts and knocks Dane off him.


  Dane recovers speedily and I’m at his side, retrieving my bat from the ground and giving it that extra-noisy pavement slide. Dane gives me an approving, if somewhat startled, glance.


  As Bones inches forward, Chloe clears her throat, inching Dahlia a fraction higher as if to say, Move another inch, and Dahlia won’t survive the night.


  Bones grunts. “Fine, fine, put her down, and I’ll behave. For now …”


  Chloe does, and Dahlia scampers to join Bones. Together they inch back into the spotlight as Chloe, Dane, and I follow closely on their heels.


  “Did you think we’d leave her unprotected?” Dane asks with a smile.


  “Ah, but you did,” Bones says while Dahlia smirks beside him.


  I smirk, too, noticing Dahlia’s favoring one of her legs.


  “Better yet”—Dahlia leans on Bones for support—”you will again.”


  And with that they’re gone, out of the spotlight and into the bushes beyond our street. I start to follow, to prove them wrong, to let them know I’m ready to finish this right now, but then I feel Dane’s hand on my shoulder.


  “Later, Maddy. For now we have to figure out what to do with your friend here.”


  “Hazel?” I turn to find her squatting, cross-legged on the ground, crying, and I run to her.


  “What’s happening?” she asks, fear in her voice. “Who are these people, and why are you holding that bat, and what happened to our weekly movie night?”


  “W-w-what do I tell her?” I ask Dane as he stands over us both.


  “Tell her the truth,” he says.


  “What’s that?” I ask.


  Chloe has joined us, her expression blank. “The truth? Simple: that you’re a zombie, that Dane and I are zombies, that Bones and Dahlia are, well …bad …zombies, that they’ve already sucked the brains out of three of your classmates and, if we hadn’t shown up, would’ve sucked out your brains, too.”
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  B-B-BUT THAT’S IMPOSSIBLE,” Hazel insists a few minutes later, once she’s safe in our cozy breakfast nook and I’ve placed a Christmas mug full of hot cocoa in her trembling hands. “I’ve read all of the articles about those girls from our Home Ec class, and none of them ever mentioned the word brain, to say nothing of zombies.”


  “Well, now, they wouldn’t, would they?” Dane says as I pour him and Chloe a glass of Mountain Dew.


  “Well, not unless she was reading Fangoria, they wouldn’t.” Chloe laughs, and when Dane joins her, I cut them a hard glance.


  Hazel shivers in her chair, outnumbered by zombies—one of which used to be her best (human) friend.


  Chloe snorts indignantly, but Dane sees what’s happening and says, “Come on, Chloe, let’s let Hazel …absorb …all this.”


  At the sound of her name, Hazel looks up. Her eyes are distant, as if she’s seeing Dane but not seeing him.


  Chloe drags him out of my kitchen and toward the front door, and I follow. “We’ll be in the cemetery if you need us,” she says ominously.


  Dane looks at me with an apologetic little half smile. “Seriously, though, Maddy,” he says as I linger in the doorway, “you need to make her understand how …sensitive …a situation this is.”


  While Chloe pounds stiffly down the sidewalk, Dane and I glance at Hazel, who’s peering into her Christmas mug. “If she’s strong enough to keep a secret, Maddy, I’ll trust you to tell us so. But if she’s going to cause trouble, then I have to know that, too. I mean, you’ve seen the Elders; you’ve seen the Sentinels. You know what’s at stake here.”


  I stand back, vaguely insulted at the implications. “She’s my best friend, Dane. I trust her completely.”


  “She’s a Normal, Maddy. You keep forgetting; you’re not like her anymore.”


  I nod but don’t feel the need to make more promises.


  “Fine, Maddy, whatever,” Dane says. “If you trust her, that’s good enough for me. But don’t forget, it’s not safe for either of you with Bones and Dahlia pissed off now. We’ve got to stick together from here on in.”


  His words stay with me long after he’s gone, long after Hazel’s untouched cocoa has passed the lukewarm stage and gone straight to cold. Something has changed tonight, something fundamental. Who has to stick together from here on in? Hazel and I: BFFs? Or Dane, Chloe, and I: ZFFs?


  As a best friend forever, my loyalty is with Hazel. If she knows, I have to trust her to keep my secret.


  As a zombie friend forever, my loyalty is with Dane and Chloe. Long after Hazel and Dad and everyone I know on this planet are gone, they will still be there, watching my back.


  We’ve got to stick together. Who’s the “we” in that sentence?


  I don’t have to look far for the answer. “Hazel,” I say, shocking her gaze out of the depths of her cold chocolate. “I’m sorry I didn’t say anything before. The zombies, the Elders, they …wouldn’t let me.”


  She merely shakes her head. “I knew something was up.” Her tone is filled with failure, with sadness, with disappointment. “I knew something was wrong. I knew you’d …lied …to me.”


  I give her the moment; she’s absolutely right.


  Then she looks up and says, “Prove it, Maddy.”


  “Prove what?” I ask, but already I know the answer.


  “Prove what you said; what he said, that creep in the hoodie. Prove you’re a …a …zombie.”


  I was afraid of this. I stand up and walk to her and place her hand on my chest, where it stays while I count, “One one thousand, two one thousand, three one thousand …”


  By the time I get to “forty-two one thousand,” she’s finally had enough and pulls her hand abruptly away. “Okay, so you’re a zombie; that doesn’t mean that Bones guy and Dahlia sucked the brains out of Amy and Sally and Missy. That stuff doesn’t happen in real life.”


  “Oh, but your best friend turning into a zombie does?”


  She opens her mouth to answer, to dispute, to one-up me, but can’t.


  I feel bad for Hazel. I had time to deal with my Assimilation. Well, not much, but still; more than she’s getting.


  “What if I can prove to you that those girls didn’t show up in the morgue with their brains intact, Hazel? Will you believe me then?”


  She looks up and simply nods.


  I don’t even have to sneak into Dad’s office to peep his files. Well, not his work office, anyway, which is fortunate because the county morgue is set up in the sheriff’s office, where there’s someone manning the front desk 24/7/365.


  But Dad does have a home office and his computer is linked to the Cobia County Coroner’s Network. I log on to the county website, click on “Current Deceased Files” and, when asked for an account number and password before logging in, simply look under Dad’s keyboard, where I find, on a faded sticky note, account number and password, and all the info I need.


  I key both in and, just like that, Dad’s autopsy files for the last six months are at my fingertips. I go to search by name and fill in all three girls’ names, separating them with semicolons: “Amy Jaspers; Sally Kellogg; Missy Cunningham.”


  Like magic, the PDF files of their autopsies appear on the screen. Hazel, who’s been standing over me, breathing onto the top of my head, suddenly looks away when Amy’s autopsy photos pop up. I close that link and search instead for Dad’s official findings, which I know from experience have the names of each internal organ and a blank next to each one to record its weight.


  I find Amy’s, then Sally’s, then Missy’s and print them out, one by one, before logging out of Dad’s account and clearing his history bar so he won’t see what I’ve been doing while he’s been working another double shift.


  From the printer, I grab the three sheets of paper. From the pencil holder, I grab a yellow highlighter. I look around, but Hazel has disappeared and, by the time I’ve highlighted the empty line next to where the weight of each girl’s brain should have been recorded (but wasn’t), I find Hazel sitting in the breakfast nook, her house keys on the table, her big pink purse in her lap.


  “Well?”


  I lay the sheets out for her, one next to the other, next to the other.


  She looks at them skeptically until I point out the highlighted boxes. “So? This could mean anything. The lab misplaced it, the cops couldn’t find it, any number of things could have—”


  “That’s why I highlighted Dad’s notes at the bottom, Hazel.”


  She glances briefly at the big highlighted box at the bottom of each form before shoving the printouts away.


  “Okay,” I say, snatching each one up and reading them in order. “Amy Jaspers, cause of death termed accident. Only anomaly a deep gash in back of skull and her brain ripped out at the stem. Sally Kellogg, cause of death is termed by this coroner to be accidental. Only anomaly a deep gash in back of skull and her brain ripped out at the—Hazel, where are you going?”


  “Fine.” She walks toward the door while rubbing away tears from her eyes. “You’ve proved your point, okay? I’m suitably freaked out, all right? So, not only do zombies exist, but my best friend is one. Awesome. And she’s not alone. There are four others in town. Yippee. And two of them are going around eating the brains of our entire Home Ec class, one by one. But thank goodness, the other two are hanging out in the cemetery watching over us, making sure we’re not next. Happy now, Maddy?”


  “Me? What’d I do wrong? You think I asked to be a zombie, Hazel? You think I wanted all this?”


  She stops at the door, her mascara running, her upper lip shiny with wasted tears. “I dunno, Maddy. I don’t know anything anymore. I know you weren’t very happy when you were alive, so I just hope you’re happier as …as …a zombie.”
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  MY FIRST WEEK as Barracuda Bay High School’s newest Goth doesn’t exactly go very well in just about every department. Lots of stares, lots of finger pointing, daily lectures from Ms. Haskins, from Hazel, and, well, let’s just say it goes downhill after that.


  By A-lunch on Wednesday I’m so ticked off—with everybody, everywhere, in every class, during every period—that the thought of suffering through another of Hazel’s insufferable lectures about the difference between glam and Goth literally has my stomach turning.


  So I avoid the cafeteria altogether and head out past the quad to the track and field, where B-lunch is still sweltering through a mild October noontime as their PE class winds down. Hey, as far as lunch-times go, it’s not a bad way to spend half an hour.


  There are lots of strapping young guys in tight gym shorts and tighter tank tops, but I don’t really even notice them as I climb into the bleachers and fume in my new Goth wear. I’ll give you this much, though: the sun feels good on my face. I blink and put my sunglasses on top of my head, Princess Grace style, and stare off into the nothingness behind my thick gray eyelids.


  “Maddy?”


  Seriously? Now?


  His legs look funny in shorts. Don’t get me wrong; they’re still hot. It’s just …funny to see them so bare and so …close. “Stamp?”


  “I’ve been looking all over for you,” he says sincerely, sitting down backward on the bleacher bench in front of me. “Your car was already gone when I came by this morning, you haven’t been to your locker in forever, you keep ditching Art class; it’s like …like you’re avoiding me or something.”


  Bingo! But not for the reason he thinks. “Stamp, I’m not avoiding you, really. I just—”


  “Is that black lipstick?” He reaches to touch it.


  I don’t want him flinching from the cold of my skin, so I instinctively shrink back.


  He doesn’t seem hurt, just …more curious. “And, why are you, I mean, when did you go …Goth?”


  “What? You don’t like it? Well, you don’t have to like it, Stamp. What, just ‘cause you ask me out to a party—once—you think you can tell me how to dress? What to wear? Who to hang out with?”


  He smiles, then laughs. “No, no, not at all. It’s just, one day you look like little miss bookworm with the beret and the scarf and the stack of homework, and now, all of a sudden, you look like …like …a vampire chick. Actually, it’s kind of …hot.”


  I tilt my head. With the sun blazing right behind him, it kind of looks like he’s wearing a halo. “Really?” I ask hopefully. I mean, if a guy like Stamp can go for the Goth look, maybe there’s hope for me passing among the Normals yet.


  “Yeah,” he says, inching forward. “I mean, I always thought Goth chicks were kind of sexy.”


  “Yeah? Really? You’re not just saying that?”


  “All the girls in Wisconsin were so …blonde,” he says. “And, I mean, they all looked the same. I dunno, I just, I’m digging the new look.”


  Oh boy; this is going to be harder than I thought. “Listen, Stamp, about the other day—”


  “Tell me this,” he says, idly fingering the laces of my new black boots. “Are you going to wear this when we go to the Fall Formal on Friday?”


  My stomach falls, and my mouth drops, and my eyes close, and I think, Great. Your first official week as a fully Council-of-Elders-approved zombie, and you’re about to break the Number 1 Rule of All Zombie Law Ever: “thou shalt not date Normals”?


  “I can’t,” I say, inching back like maybe I just saw a bug scamper across his thigh.


  He blinks—twice—but never stops smiling. “Sure you can, Maddy; just say ‘yes’ and we’re good to go. I mean, it’s just a dance.”


  “No, I mean, I can’t go, Stamp.”


  “Look, if your dad’s not cool with it, I can talk to him and make him see …” He keeps blathering, the little black curl dangling over his forehead moving with each smarmy come-on.


  No matter how attractive he’s making it sound (and look), I have to shut him down completely, no questions asked. It’s not even a Zombie Law thing so much as a common courtesy thing.


  Even if it wasn’t against the Law to date Normals, why would I? Why would I take a kid like Stamp and lead him on when it can’t go anywhere? I mean, what am I going to do when it’s time to go to second base? (Or is it third? I always get them mixed up.) Make sure it happens not merely near a sauna but in a sauna?


  And what about after that? What if it’s really the real thing and he wants to get married? Have kids someday? Can zombies even have kids? I’m doubting it since they have no heartbeat—and don’t nutrients move through the blood?


  And no, just …no. This has to stop. Now.


  Whatever Stamp is saying, I shut him down in the worst way possible. “I don’t mean I can’t go to the dance, Stamp. I mean I can’t go to the dance with …you.”


  Ouch. And now his eyes go soft, not tearful soft, just …hurt soft. Great. So now I’m the creep at the end of White Fang? Tossing sticks at the wolf to get him to go away because I know he has to go live in the wild but he doesn’t know that?


  “I don’t understand. I mean, I thought we had …something?”


  “We do, Stamp; I mean, we did. But I’m not who you think I am. I’m not what you think I am. A good girl, I mean. I’m not, really, a good girl.”


  He shakes his head. “There’s someone else?” he says, almost like he can’t believe it.


  And suddenly—right then and there—he gives me the out, the really mean, nasty out I’ve been struggling to find since he walked up the bleachers. “Yes, I mean, I didn’t want to tell you but—”


  “Who?” he asks. “Who is it?”


  “You wouldn’t know him.”


  “I don’t care, Maddy. I want to know who it is.”


  Now his face is ruddy, and I’m mad that I have to do that to him, and mad that he’s pushing it so hard, but most of all I’m mad that he can get red in the face when I never, ever will again.


  “Fine, Stamp,” I shout, standing in the bleachers, making a scene now. “You want to know why I can’t go to the stupid dance with you, Stamp? I can’t go to the Fall Formal with you, Stamp, because I’m already going with …with …Dane Fields.”


  Wow, that comes out of nowhere. He looks momentarily confused; then the clouds clear and the light shines and he smiles, thin and mean, and says, “What, that creep who’s always hanging out with that Goth Amazon chick? The one who never takes down his hoodie, even in class? The one who smokes out by Shop class every day? That’s the loser you chose over me?”


  I want to say Dane’s not a loser, that I’m the loser, but this is for the best. I keep telling myself this is for the best. So I let it go, I let him rant, and with every word, with every fleck of spittle that flies from those beautiful, full lips, I thank him, thank him for doing what needed to be done when I was too weak to do it myself. Because whatever he thinks of me, whatever lies I’ve had to tell, whatever happens next, at least he’ll never know the truth.


  Not the real truth.


  “Fine, Maddy,” he says, standing now, towering over me, his curl wagging left and right like that hanging ball in a grandfather clock. “Whatever. Take your little punk loser to the dance. I don’t need you, Maddy. I can ask two dozen, three dozen chicks right now to go with me.”


  “Well then,” I shout over my shoulder as I stomp down the bleacher steps, “I guess you better start stocking up on corsages.”
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  Any Grave Will Do


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  LATER THAT DAY, sketch pad in hand, satchel over my shoulder, feeling desperately in need of a little grave rubbing therapy, I come across Scurvy toiling earnestly at the cemetery gates. He’s pruning some bushes, looking ruddy with his sleeves rolled up and his gardening gloves on.


  Blinking against the late afternoon sun, he asks, “What’s got you smiling?”


  I shake my head, taking in the strong scent of his clean sweat, his health, his …normality. “I shouldn’t be smiling about anything with the day I’ve had, but sometimes you just gotta laugh to keep from crying, right?”


  “Ain’t that the truth?” He says it earnestly, like maybe a guy named Scurvy would know all about it.


  I stand there beside him and dig around in my satchel until I find the little freezer Baggie full of oatmeal cookies I made after school and hand them over.


  “Ah.” He slips off a glove and digs into them straightaway. “If only I wasn’t married and 11 years older than you and you weren’t the coroner’s daughter,” he says jokingly.


  I wave him off over my shoulder and scuttle deeper into the graveyard, leaving behind the sound of Scurvy’s headstone teeth chewing on warm cookies.


  I’ve gotten here early because I don’t want to be caught in the cemetery after dark. Not anymore, not with Bones and Dahlia on my case and this whole zombie and Zerker Truce thing resting in the balance. And it makes me feel better to think Scurvy will still be here even after I’m done with my latest grave rubbing. Okay, okay, so maybe I should have told Dane and Chloe about it; maybe I should have let them know where I was going to be, but you know what? I’m already dead. What’s the worst that could happen? I’ll die again?


  I try to put the zombies, and especially the Zerkers, out of my mind for a minute. I attempt to forget how much Hazel and Ms. Haskins and pretty much everybody else at school hate my new “lifestyle choice.” Instead, looking for exactly the right grave to rub to forget all my troubles, I think of Stamp. The way his face looked when I told him no, the way it practically fell, like all the life had gone out of him. I’ve never had anyone look at me that way before; chances are I never will again.


  I think so hard I find myself in front of a not particularly cool headstone, with no real flourishes or distinguishing characteristics, but I’m so eager to start the process, so anxious to lay down my satchel and fondle my tools, so quick to be calm, that I don’t really care.


  I’m too sad to visit any of the girls from our Home Ec class; sadder still now that I know the real reason behind the Curse and how close I came to becoming Victim Number 4. I mean, Dane said the Zerkers liked to stalk their prey, to toy with it awhile and make sure the victim’s brain was in fear overdrive before chowing down.


  Is that what they were doing the last few days, tripping me in Home Ec? Following me to the graveyard? Stalking me, putting my brain in a frenzy? I think of Amy and Sally and Missy and what might have been happening to them in the days before they died. Was Bones shadowing them all around town? Was Dahlia giving them the evil eye up until the day they died? I shiver at the thought and try to blink their happy, sad, smiling, or crying faces away, glad I chose to stay far from their graves today.


  So I sit at the generic grave. I empty my satchel and take out the brush, and the brushing feels good; so good I clean that headstone like it’s probably never been cleaned before. (No offense to Scurvy, of course.)


  Then I rip out a sheet of onionskin, tape it up tight, grab a perfectly new charcoal pencil, and start rubbing, just …rubbing, the sound of black charcoal dust on white paper, the scratch of the onionskin against the stone, the rushing, rushing back and forth and soon I’m in my place; the special place rubbings take me, where no one or nothing can get me—not even in a cemetery.


  Scurvy stumbles over when I’m halfway through my rubbing, his shovel dragging business end down in the dirt, stray twigs, and grass. I look at my watch and realize I’ve already been at it for over an hour by now. One blissful hour with no Stamp, no Elders, no Dane or Chloe or Hazel or Goth or preppy or Bones.


  “What’s up, Scurv?” I say, happy to see him. Happy, at this point, to see anyone with a pulse.


  He shakes his head. “I dunno, Maddy. I don’t feel so hot.”


  He’s standing over my gravestone now, looking red in the face but white in the throat, like a candy cane mixture of freezing and hot skin. He drops the shovel and wipes his brow. Some sweat drops on my rubbing, ruining it completely.


  “Eewwww, Scurvy. Are you okay? You don’t look so good.”


  “Look who’s talking,” he snaps, eyes yellow and angry.


  “What?” I say, blinking the sight away.


  “What?” he says, almost whispering now, his eyes suddenly back to being kind—and white. “What did I say? Why are you looking at me like that?”


  “Scurvy, this isn’t good. You’re insulting me for no good reason. You’re sweating all over my rubbing. You’re standing way too close to me. Seriously, back. Off! You look like you’re having a heart attack or something.”


  Scurvy’s eyes go round and wide and all kinds of yellow, his throat and chest doing that crazy candy cane thing again. “Yeah, well you look like that lady on The Addams Family.”


  “Scurvy, that’s enough now. Why are you talking to me like that?”


  “I don’t know.” He practically whimpers. He looks at me, eyes white again, almost crying now, and whispers, once more, “I just …don’t …know.”


  Then he stumbles again, ripping my onionskin etching in half with his big, dirty, size-12 work boot. The tape holds the onionskin together at the top and sides, but still. Then I see the gash in Scurvy’s neck, right below the collar, bright red and full of pus, bulging, almost throbbing like a cocoon getting ready to spurt out some strange new life form. When he straightens himself, the collar moves again and I see more clearly now; I see it’s a bite mark, and I know. I know that Bones, or Dahlia, or maybe even Bones and Dahlia got to him.


  And here I am, alone in the graveyard. No Dane or Chloe to save me this time. How could I have been so stupid? I back away toward his shovel, making sure it’s close enough—just in case. Scurvy looks at me funny, like maybe he’s seeing me for the first time, and now his skin is no longer red, or sweaty or, for that matter, Scurvy’s.


  Scurvy is gone; now something hard and gray and leathery and mean is standing there in his place. Yellow eyes burn above licking lips and he looks at me like I’m dinner. Or maybe dessert.


  “What are you doing in my graveyard?” His voice is gravelly and strange and no longer Scurvy’s. He is big and muscular anyway, and now he knows no sense of personal space. He keeps inching forward, leaning in, and then stumbling back, so that with every woozy, boozy movement he creeps closer.


  And the closer he gets, the more I can see the emptiness that is Scurvy. The folksy 28-year-old I’ve been bribing with apples and oatmeal and peanut butter cookies for the last 3 years is now a brain-thirsty zombie; a Zerker, wanting one thing and one thing only: yes, the dreaded brains. But not just any brains; my brains. By now his arms are already knotty and tense, jerky and slow. His face is pale, dried out, no longer alert; no longer smiling.


  Suddenly, those yellow eyes light up and he looks at my head like it’s a piñata. “Brains,” my friend the gravedigger says. Friend …human …no more. “Me …eat …Maddy’s …brains.”


  I lean down, grab the shovel, and he lunges at me, barely missing my flesh with his teeth but clawing at my arm just the same with his rock-hard fingernails. I hear the tearing of my new black hoodie and feel his nails break my skin; they’re like claws.


  One of his fingers, maybe a thumb, gets stuck in my hoodie, and down we go. He is like two tons of bricks in a pair of jeans, and I hear a whoosh seep out of my mouth. His arms are flailing, his yellow, gnarly, bent teeth chomping against each other—clack, clackety, clack—as he tries to find purchase in my skin.


  The shovel went somewhere; as I slam one fist into his head and both knees into his crotch, I use the other hand to root around in the grass. I finally grab hold of the wooden end and yank it around for all it’s worth.


  I lash out with the shovel, hearing a thick clank against his knee as he goes down—again. And still he’s coming, scrambling to follow me as I jump up. Bum knee or not, he’s like a runaway train, so I clank the shovel into his shoulder, watching blood spurt out of a fresh wound, but still he comes.


  It’s like he’s not even feeling it.


  He’s on all fours now, broken, bent, and still I whap him with the shovel, and still he murmurs, groans, shouts, screams, “Eat brains! Brains, eat!”


  “Scurvy,” I’m shouting. “Scurvy, stop!”


  “Brains!”


  I scream and close my eyes and slice the shovel into the wind, and I don’t hear him coming anymore, don’t hear him moving or shouting or anything much at all until …something …rolls against my feet. Then I look and see Scurvy’s head lying there, between my bloody new army boots, and then I hear it all right: the screams—the screams.


  My screams.


  Part 3



  The Afterlife
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  And So It Begins


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  LATER, AT DANE and Chloe’s trailer, they’re cleaning my wounds and bandaging them and wrapping them tight. It’s not that they hurt, exactly (zombies don’t feel pain, remember); it’s just kind of hard to explain gaping wounds to your teachers and friends the next day in school, you know? “Oh, that? That’s …nothing. I was just shaving my …ears, see …and the razor blade slipped and cut out a big chunk of my throat. What? You’re saying that never happens to you?”


  “They got to him, Maddy,” Chloe says. “They bit him, maybe an hour before you got there; that’s about all it takes to turn them.”


  I can’t believe it. I can’t believe I can be giving a guy I’ve known for years—years—oatmeal cookies and a smile one minute and the next he’s ready to rip off my head and snack on my brains.


  “But then, why was he so nice to me when I first got there? We had a conversation, for Pete’s sake. He even ate some of the cookies I gave him, made a joke—flirted! I mean, one minute he’s Scurvy; the next he’s a …a …Zerker.”


  “It’s called the whiteout phase,” Dane explains. “A kind of no-man’s land between being a Normal and skipping being a zombie and then becoming a Zerker. They’ve been bitten, sure, but sometimes they don’t feel it; sometimes they don’t even remember it. So they go on thinking they’re Normal because, well, why wouldn’t they? Meanwhile, inside their body, their heart is slowly shutting down, their lungs are giving out, and the circuits are all switching over to electricity only. It takes about 30, 45 minutes to take effect. Then another 10 or 15 minutes or so to switch into full Zerker mode.”


  Chloe adds, “They must have been following you, Maddy. They know you dig the rubbings; that’s where they found you the first time they threatened you, back when this all started and you were merely some Normal they wanted to suck the brains out of. So when they saw the satchel and the pad this afternoon, they knew where you were going. They headed down to the cemetery, bit Scurvy first thing. They knew how long it took you to do the rubbings. They knew Scurvy would turn long before you finished. And, let’s face it, they were right.”


  I’m leaning against a counter in their tiny kitchen, my hands trembling, blood on my hands, when Dane says, “You should probably wash up.”


  I look down at myself and see why. Gheez, and I drove this way? With blood splatters on my clothes and gore on my hands? What if I’d been stopped by a cop? As the water runs over my hands, turning red to pink and washing the last of Scurvy down the drain, Dane sidles up behind me and says, quietly, almost apologetically, “You did the right thing, you know.”


  “I thought only Zerkers killed humans,” I say, looking out the tiny window above the sink into the tiny patch of lawn they call their backyard.


  He turns me around forcefully, yet gently. “You were defending yourself, Maddy. And remember, it was Zerkers who turned your friend.”


  My hands are dripping onto his shoes. He grabs a nearby dishtowel and gently, very gently, dries them off for me.


  “That’s just it,” I say, snatching the rag from his hand and finishing the job myself. “He was my friend. He looked out for me, and you and I both know the only reason they bit him in the first place was because of me. So how do you live with that?”


  Dane nods. Then opens his mouth to say something, probably some Dad-like platitude that I’m ready to bust him for the minute it comes out of his mouth, but I guess he thinks twice about it; I’ll give him that much.


  I hear a wooden chair scrape against clean linoleum, and Chloe joins us at the sink. This many people, in this tiny kitchen, it’s like wedging three freshmen in a locker.


  “If it helps any, Maddy,” Chloe says, “he wasn’t your friend anymore. The minute they bit him, he stopped being Scurvy.”


  I nod, glad for once that I can’t cry because it’s not very ladylike blubbering in a tiny kitchen in a green double-wide trailer.


  Then she clears her throat and looks at Dane. “We should probably go see about the …body.”
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  Home Ick


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  MY CAR IS idling in Hazel’s driveway early the next morning. She’s been so busy with decorating for the Fall Formal since Wednesday that she’s ditched me the last few afternoons and caught rides with Tracy Byrd (aka Cheer Club captain, junior class president, leggy Southern blonde, and all-around Stepford Teen). But if there’s one thing I need right now it’s a friend who knows my secret—even a passive-aggressive one who vaguely resents me for being undead—so I stalk Hazel and force her to ride with me to school.


  “But Tracy will wonder where I’ve gone,” she says, biting her lip and leaning in my driver’s side window. Her red hair is still wet, and she has two Styrofoam cups of coffee, one in each hand, which makes it even more difficult than usual for the so-not-a-morning-person Hazel to finagle her way into my car. When I look vaguely unsympathetic, she says, “She’s the head of the Decorating Committee this year, you know.”


  “Is that for Tracy?” I ask as I guilt her into the passenger seat. When she doesn’t answer, I say, “I’ve been driving you to school for a year and a half and you never once brought me coffee before school.”


  Somehow she wedges the steaming cups in my undersized cup holders. “You don’t drink coffee, remember?”


  I think of how long it’s been since I’ve had human food. “How does your precious Tracy Byrd take her coffee? Sugar? Cream?”


  “Two sugars. No cream. Gheez, carb much?”


  “Perfect.” I grab the second cup, whip off the lid, and take two big chugs.


  “Careful! It’s still hot.” Then she remembers my secret, remembers what I am, and sits back.


  I don’t flinch but keep drinking until I feel semihuman.


  Halfway to school, she says, a little vaguely, kind of standoffish, like, oh, ho hum, “I hear Stamp finally asked you to the Fall Formal.”


  “Yes, he did,” I say, knuckles white on the steering wheel. I wonder how she heard, seeing as I haven’t talked to her since then. Stamp? Or one of the clowns in his PE class who no doubt heard my little temper tantrum on the bleachers the other day? Who knows? Maybe she has ESP.


  “I hear you turned him down,” she says. See what I mean?


  “Yes, I did.”


  “Hmmm.” She sighs judgmentally over her steaming coffee. “Any particular reason? Or are you just bound and determined to sabotage what’s left of your junior year?”


  I pull up to a stop sign a few blocks from school and shoot her a sideways glance. Rather than whipping off her lid and tossing it in the backseat, like moi, Hazel has actually used that little bend-it-back-and-stick-it-in-place feature and is sipping through the little open triangle. I shake my head. Dead or alive, can’t I do anything right?


  “Hazel, let’s quit pretending like this is any old school year, okay? Let’s quit pretending like what happened Saturday night never happened, like you don’t know I’m the Living Dead. Now, given that I have a few bigger things on my mind than the Fall Formal right now, do you really think I give one shit about the rest of my junior flippin’ year?”


  She doesn’t answer. At least, not until we’re finally angling for a spot in the student parking lot. Then she says, quietly, calmly, like she’s been giving it a lot of thought, “So what am I supposed to do, Maddy? Sabotage my junior year, too? Just because you’re dead, just because you don’t care about school anymore? It still matters a lot to me. A whole lot, and I can’t …afford …to waste a whole year following you around while you finish learning what it means to be a zombie. I mean, I still have to get into college, find a man, you know …things most human beings care about. So you’re not entirely alone in this, okay? When your best friend turns into a zombie, well, there’s …there’s …collateral damage.”


  I turn to touch her arm, but she’s already clattering the seat belt out of its clasp and grabbing her purse and bolting from the car.


  “I’m sorry, Hazel,” I say, not caring that she’s turned it all around—again—and made it about her; not caring that it hurt me more than she’ll ever know to dump Stamp like that. Just wanting, just needing, my best friend back.


  She pauses before slamming the door, then slams it anyway.


  She takes a step away, pauses, turns back, and leans in. For a second there, I think she’s going to apologize. I mean, I actually believe she’s going to realize becoming a zombie trumps being unpopular.


  But instead she says, “I know you didn’t choose this, Maddy, but for once I wish you could think about how your actions affect me for a change.”


  And instead of blasting her, instead of slamming her, instead of pointing out that all I’ve ever done was think of her—even in the Afterlife—I cave, I whimper, I practically beg. Before she can walk away I ask, hopefully, desperately, “See you in Home Ec?” (Desperate much?)


  She looks at me like I’ve just spoken Farsi or something. “Are you crazy, Maddy? The Fall Formal is tonight, remember? But then, why would you? You only turned down the hottest guy in school. Anyway, the Decorating Committee is in lockdown mode for the next 12 hours. I won’t be in any of my classes today. Sorry.” (Not that she sounds it.)


  She’s clattering away now, waving at some of her stupid new Decorating Committee friends, when I shout, a tad desperately, “So, when will I see you?”


  But she doesn’t answer; doesn’t even turn around. Nice, Maddy. First Stamp, now Hazel. “You’re running out of people to hurt,” I murmur to my Goth reflection in the rearview mirror. Then I fix my black lipstick, shut off my car, down the rest of stupid Tracy Byrd’s stupid coffee, and head into school.


  Homeroom is intolerable. Over the intercom it’s nothing but Fall Formal this, Fall Formal that, Night of a Thousand Stars here, don’t forget to personalize your corsage there. Even after the announcements are over, the whole class is abuzz with talk of tuxedo rentals and dress sizes and hair appointments and the going rate for pedicures down at the Clip ‘N’ Curl.


  I picture Stamp in his tux, looking just about ravishing with hair slicked back, a shy, eager-to-please smile, and a corsage for me. I wonder who he’ll take in my stead—which one of those “dozens” of girls he’s asked since our little tiff—and I’m glad, actually, that I won’t be there to see the two of them walk arm-in-arm.


  Homeroom finally ends, but Civics class is no better. Most of the class must be on the Decorating Committee because they’re nowhere to be found. With so few people, the teacher lets us text whoever we want for 50 full minutes. With no one on my friends list who’s actually still my friend, it’s a long, long 50 minutes.


  Finally, I scuttle through the halls to the Home Ec room, where, surprise, surprise, Bones and Dahlia are leaning against the wall outside. Seeing them standing there, so smugly, I suddenly remember the shovel in my hand, Scurvy’s head at my feet, and I would love nothing better than to shove both of these Zerkers through the wall.


  Instead I shuffle right up to them. “Sorry I missed you guys last night,” I say, the span of the last few days making me angry, coarse, and fearless.


  Dahlia makes big O eyes and says, “Who …us?”


  “Where?” asks Bones.


  “You guys know where, you guys know who, and you guys know why. But it doesn’t matter. I’ll never be a Zerker; never.”


  They chortle, and before I barge into class, Bones whispers, “Maybe we don’t need you after all, Maddy.”


  “Yeah,” Dahlia says. “Your friends are so …delicious. Much better-tasting than these pathetic Home Ec losers—”


  I’ve never hit a girl before, or a boy, for that matter, but I have to confess it feels absolutely divine. No, wait; that’s not quite right. What’s the word Dahlia used right before I punched her square in the nose? Delicious. That’s it—delicious!


  “You bitch,” she screams, both hands covering her nose as she squats down to the ground.


  Bones turns to her and gently peels her hands away. Underneath them, her nose looks crooked, like a boxer’s. (Ha! Like a 72-year-old boxer’s.) There’s no blood, of course, but I can tell just by looking I scored a direct hit.


  I glance down at my knuckles, which appear slightly pink but none the worse for wear. I smile, Dahlia whimpers, but Bones stands up to his full six feet four inches and looks down at me with his evil, yellow eyes.


  “Come on,” he says to Dahlia, “I’ll get you to the school nurse. I think Ms. Haskins has Home Ec covered today.”


  The way he says it, so delighted, so thrilled about Home Ec, I can’t imagine what he means. That is, until I walk into class and see Ms. Haskins for myself.


  The class seems oblivious that their teacher is the Living Dead. They murmur amongst themselves, idly cracking eggs and sifting flour as Muffin Month continues. (Today’s flavor? Cranberry raisin.)


  Ms. Haskins, so normally put together, so freshly fashionable, so sexily sophisticated, now looks tired, beat, and thoroughly worn. She’s still dressed to the nines, still presentable (obviously Bones and Dahlia have given her the broad strokes about passing among the Normals), but something has clearly changed. Now I know what Bones meant about my “friends” being so tasty.


  Apparently, Scurvy wasn’t enough; they’ve gotten to Ms. Haskins, too.


  But this is no wild-eyed Scurvy; this is no frenzied Zerker. Whatever they made her, they made her like …them. Her black hair, once so ravenlike and enviable, is now a dusty shade of gray. Her eyes are yellow and dazed, like maybe she’s waiting to wake up from a bad dream. Her clothes are still snug and sexy, just somewhat …off; the hem of her slutty red skirt is crooked, and it looks like she missed a button in her too-tight, too-white blouse. (Hmm, guess now that she’s dead herself, she’s no longer in mourning for her three former students.)


  As the class clusters and mixes, banters and bakes, Ms. Haskins kind of …hovers …around her back desk area, silently pacing from one end of the room to the other like a gear in a groove. I hold my purse close, ignore the other kids, and walk slowly back to where she’s pacing.


  “Ms. Haskins?” I say, tentatively, the marks from Scurvy’s stealth attack still fresh on my mind and, literally, torn into my skin.


  She looks up, eyes and teeth yellow, smile grim between two thin, razor-tight lips. “Yes …Maddy?” She says it like maybe she’s not sure it’s me or, for that matter, who I am or why she should care.


  I clear my throat. “I just was wondering, I mean …are you …okay?”


  She cocks her head, just so, and where her high white blouse collar formerly hid the bite marks, now I see them plain as day. They’re not fresh and bubbling, like Scurvy’s were, but scarred over and pale, like maybe they turned her first—and she’s had all night, or even longer, to calm down, smooth out, and come to what’s left of her senses.


  “I’m fine.” Her voice croaks, like maybe overnight she smoked 42 packs of cigarettes nonstop while downing a dozen pints of 100-proof whiskey. She looks somewhere over my shoulder as her eyes refuse to focus. “Why do you ask?”


  “Oh, nothing. It’s just …forget it. Listen, I’m not feeling so hot myself. Do you think I could have a hall pass to—”


  Before I can even finish coming up with an excuse, she reaches down to her desk and tosses me the whole pad of her personalized “From the Kitchen of Ms. Haskins” hall passes. I shake my head, take them all, and slip out of class.


  Bones and Dahlia are gone by now, but I’m pretty sure they didn’t go anywhere near the nurse’s station. I imagine them roaming the halls, chomping on anyone I’ve ever known or loved or cared about or borrowed a No. 2 pencil from. I cower in the C-wing girls’ room for as long as I dare, leaning against the busted hand dryer under the window and frantically texting Chloe and Dane: Wher R u guyz?!?!?!


  Neither one answers right away, and I’m scared of getting trapped in some small space alone, so I wander over to the biggest place I know: the gym. I’ve never been honored enough to be asked to decorate for the Fall Formal (let alone attend), so it’s quite something to see the auditorium in frantic, festive behind-the-scenes mode.


  The posters around school have been touting the “Night of a Thousand Stars” theme (real original, guys) for weeks now, and when I walk into the gym and see the preparations for myself, it’s like they’re taking the theme literally. Okay, so maybe there aren’t technically a thousand, but there are hundreds and hundreds of cardboard stars slathered with glitter spread out across the entire gym floor.


  Rows of Decorating Committee members loop fishing string through the holes in the tops of stars for hanging later; they look like they’re picking strawberries or something, bent over and focused, moving shoulder-to-shoulder, step by step, row by row.


  I hear Hazel’s voice before I see her. She’s laughing, naturally; with a boy, double naturally. Only, it’s not just any boy. In the middle of the gym, surrounded by shiny cardboard stars at my frozen feet, I watch as Stamp makes Hazel giggle, as Hazel reaches up to toy with his Superman curl, as Stamp reaches back to move a wisp of red hair from her face, as he leans in with googly eyes, puckers up, ready to plant one on Hazel’s—


  “Hey,” someone shouts. “Look where you’re going.”


  But I can’t look where I’m going. I can’t even see what I’m doing as I’m backing out of the gym, crunching stars beneath my feet left and right, glue and glitter stuck to the soles of my new army boots, desperate to leave the auditorium and never, ever look back.
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  Eternally Yours


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  GRADUALLY, THROUGHOUT THE rest of that endless day, order breaks down at Barracuda Bay High School. Whether it’s the four or five people missing from each class to paint and glitter and hang stars in the gym, or the two or three more who simply skipped school to alter their dresses or get their hair done, or the lazy teachers handing out word searches and crossword puzzles to the kids unpopular or lame enough to actually come to class, the whole school has that lazy, do-nothing, care-about-nothing, day-before-summer feel.


  Anticipation fills the halls, kids are abuzz, and even the teachers—at least, the ones the Zerkers haven’t turned into zombies, that is—are in a festive mood. I make it a habit as I enter each class to address each teacher. If their clothes are all buttoned properly, their eyes aren’t yellow, and they respond promptly with my name, I smile and say, “Oh, never mind.” So far, so good.


  All except for Ms. Haskins, that is.


  I walk into Art class prepared for the worst, but Mrs. Witherspoon is bright-eyed and the class is nearly deserted. The Art Chicks who actually bothered to show up for class are hanging out together at one of the long, black drawing tables in the back, flipping through a new copy of Elle and ignoring me with their droll expressions and knowing eyes and whispering mouths.


  Stamp is there, fuming in the back, arms crossed, lips tight—not zombie tight, just …pissed tight—waiting for me. With so many empty seats available, I skip the one beside him and sit in front of him instead.


  “Real mature,” he says. I hear his chair scooting and then, just like that, he’s right next to me.


  “Back off,” I say, forgetting my new zombie strength and shoving him away. His chair scoots literally to the next table over.


  Mrs. Witherspoon cocks an eyebrow above her big goofy glasses. The Art Chicks giggle and one says, “Lover’s spat,” in a singsong voice, but Stamp just picks up his chair, walks back across the room, and sets it down even closer to me.


  “Bench-press much?” he asks, face red from being flung across the room by, of all things, a girl.


  “A little,” I lie. The Guide said I’d get stronger over time, but this? First I’m beheading gravediggers with a single swing; next I’m breaking Zerker nose from the standing position; then I’m tossing 200-pound jock hunks halfway across the room? A girl could really get used to this.


  “So …you know about me and …Hazel?”


  “Whatever do you mean?” I say, playing it innocent.


  Stamp frowns. “We saw you in the gym, Maddy. Everyone saw you in the gym.”


  When I don’t answer, he adds, “I didn’t want you to …find out …that way.”


  I groan and roll my eyes. “How did you want me to find out, Stamp? Were you and Hazel going to rent out one of those sign planes and announce it to all of Barracuda Bay at once so my humiliation could be complete?”


  “Hey, you’re the one who turned me down, remember?”


  “Okay, fine, but then you have to turn right around and run and ask Hazel? Hazel? Really? My best friend? What happened to those three dozen other chicks you were going to ask first?”


  He’s quiet, looking down at his shoes, not defending himself, and suddenly I get it. Hazel and her moody ways lately, Hazel jock-blocking me the day Chloe took me shopping, Hazel ditching our before- and after-school rides all week, the frustrated look on her face this morning as she was getting out of my car, as if she wanted to say something but then, at the very last minute, thought better of it.


  “You didn’t ask her, did you, Stamp? She asked you.”


  He doesn’t shake his head, doesn’t nod, but I know.


  Suddenly a thought occurs to me. “Just tell me this, Stamp. Did she ask you before you asked me …or after?”


  Stamp blushes, opens his mouth to answer, then stops himself. “I …I can’t answer that, Maddy.” “You just did.”


  Then the door bursts open and suddenly Hazel storms in.


  “Hazel,” we shout, halfway out of our seats by the time she starts marching down the aisles.


  She looks …bad. My stomach drops. Even from across the room, I can see the fresh bite marks on her shoulder where her rapid pace makes her roomy peasant blouse bunch and gather, then unbunch and ungather.


  Oh God; oh God, no. Not Hazel; not my Hazel.


  “Get away from him, Maddy,” she shouts, spittle flying, eyes wide, cold and—yellow. Flashlight-in-the-dark yellow. Black-cat’s-eye yellow. Zerker yellow.


  Oh God, not her, too.


  In a flash, everything is gone. All of it. Everything we’ve built together—wasted, utterly and truly abandoned. I picture Hazel as I first met her: pigtails then, pigtails now; a little frilly pink dress as we drew on the sidewalk with pink and blue chalk. (Guess which color she chose?)


  I think of all the firsts we’ve shared since then: first day of junior high, first locker combinations, first periods (and not the kind you go to when the bell rings, either), first kisses, first crushes, first sips of beer at Rob Blonsky’s pool party, first driver’s license exams, first—everything.


  I can’t imagine a time when Hazel and I weren’t sharing firsts together; I’ve known her for most of the years I’ve been alive—and now neither of us is alive. And even now, suddenly, I can’t stand the sight of her.


  Knowing what she is, knowing what Bones and Dahlia have done to her, what they’ve made her, how—ugly—they’ve made her, the sight of her clenching white jaws and glowing yellow eyes makes me want to look away, to deny her, to deny all those firsts.


  But I can’t. Even now, she’s still my best friend.


  Stamp stands up, his chair flying back into the table behind us with a clattering explosion of plastic and metal. As Mrs. Witherspoon and the Art Chicks watch on in amazement, Hazel launches herself across the table at me. (I mean, this is some serious soap opera shit right here.)


  Stamp is fast but not fast enough. I am, though. With my new strength, I grab her wrists with one hand and the back of her neck with the other, slamming her—hard—into the table. With her face hanging down off the table, I lean in and whisper into her ear, “I know what you’ve done; I know what they did to you. Back off, Hazel; you’re not up to this.”


  She hisses, spits, and I stand up, inch away so she’s out of range before releasing her. Then I shove Stamp out of the way as she bolts upright and wheels around. It feels wrong, unnatural, taking sides with Stamp against my best friend, but I’ve already seen what the Zerker strain did to Scurvy. If it’s going to do that to Hazel, she’s already gone. But then a strange thing happens. Suddenly a little of the old Hazel is back—the popular one, the one who takes extracurricular activities to round out her college applications, the people pleaser, the teacher pleaser.


  With Stamp safe behind me and the Art Chicks clustered in the other corner of the room protected by a quivering Mrs. Witherspoon, Hazel stands up, straightens her frilly dress, tucks a strand of red hair behind her pink ear, and says, “I’m sorry about that little …display …Mrs. Witherspoon. I don’t know what got into me. Stamp, if you’ll be so kind, the Decorating Committee needs your …help.”


  Without asking for permission, Hazel yanks Stamp from the class. He goes willingly, not looking back. In their wake, I’m left to clean up the pieces, and now I’m no longer the Maddy Mrs. Witherspoon, or even the Art Chicks, knew. Busted, I slip from class, ignoring Mrs. Witherspoon’s protests and waving Ms. Haskins’ pad full of free hall passes in her face on my way out the door.


  I chase after Hazel, catching her as she rounds the C-wing corner headed for the commons. “Hazel!”


  She turns, whispers something to Stamp, and shoves him in the general direction of the student parking lot.


  “Stamp?” I whimper, but he only pauses, giving me those “it’s not my fault” eyes before turning and scampering away.


  Hazel turns and takes a battle stance, as if I might follow him and she has the right to stop me. I stop, take one step back. “Whoa,” I say soothingly, still a few yards from her. “Hazel, I just …I want to talk to you. This is …this is crazy.”


  She stands her ground, doesn’t move a muscle, and already I can see the gray pallor has her, the dark shadows seeming to deepen under her eyes even as she speaks. “What’s so crazy, Maddy?”


  But even as she waits for the answer, I know nothing I say is going to change what she’s become, what we’ve become.


  “This, Hazel. Can’t you see? This is crazy. You storming in here, dragging Stamp away like some cavewoman. This isn’t like you.”


  “That’s because I’m the new me, Maddy, and there’s nothing you can do about it.”


  Even as I’m mourning the death of our friendship, she seems almost …happy …about it. She’s smiling, and I know it’s not to look brave; her smile goes deep down to the heart of her, as if she’s glad we don’t have to be friends anymore.


  “Sure there is, Hazel. I’m still me, dead or alive. I’m still me. I can help you; Dane and Chloe can help you, the Elders, the Sentinels …somebody …can help you. You have to fight it, Hazel; fight it for a little while longer so we can get you some help.”


  “Fight what, Maddy? Why would I fight feeling this …good? For once in my life, I can be exactly who I want to be and nobody can stop me. Not even you.”


  At this, of all things, I laugh. Out loud. “When in the hell have you ever not done exactly what you wanted to, Hazel? I mean, you didn’t have to become a Zerker to get your own damn way. You’ve been getting your way since we met.”


  Now she takes a step forward, but not to fight; at least, not with her fists anyway. But then again, Hazel was always a warrior with words. “That’s what you think I’ve been doing all this time, Maddy? Getting my way? You think I’ve been doing this all for me? You think being friends with you has helped me? Bitch, please. You’ve been holding me back since day one. Why couldn’t we have moved onto a street with popular bitches? With cool chicks? You think I enjoy movie night with you every Saturday? You think I enjoy passing up invitations from prettier, more popular girls—and guys—to babysit your sorry ass every weekend? I’ve been doing you a favor, Maddy; but no more. Now it’s my time.”


  My lips quiver but, of course, no tears come. I take a step forward and she flinches, but I keep coming until we’re face-to-face, and I slap her with the open part of my hand. Hard; hard enough to where, if she were still alive, her jaw might crack. Instead, she flinches, and it’s my marble hand against her marble skin.


  “You take that back, Hazel. You take it all back, right now. I know you didn’t mean it; I know you’ve been a true friend. You couldn’t have been faking it all these years. Know how I know? ‘Cause you’re not that good an actress. This is just, just …some …disease making you say all this.”


  She doesn’t fight back, doesn’t rush me and tear my blouse or yank my hair or try to shove me in a freshman locker. She just rubs the place where I slapped her and says, “Bones was right; I really can’t feel anything.”


  It’s like her eyes are empty; like she’s already gone. Like nothing we’ve ever done together, talked about, laughed or cried about is still up there behind those empty yellow eyes. Like it’s all been erased for good. “I don’t understand how you can be this …brutal.” I whimper, hating myself for saying it, powerless to not say it.


  Hazel actually laughs; the sound is cruel to start with, but even crueler as it bounces off the floor and wall tiles until I’m in a pure vortex of hateful Hazel laughter. “Bones was right about you, too, Maddy. He said you were weak, and I thought he was wrong. But he was right; you are weak. And you had your shot at being a zombie first; now let me show you how it’s really done.”


  “That’s what you think this is, Hazel? A big competition? This is life and death, Hazel; this is forever. You don’t go through a Zerker phase and tap out when you’re done; you’re in it for life. And if you think I’m happy about being the first to die, Jesus, kid, you’ve got a lot to learn.”


  “Me?” she says, inching forward before backing away. “We’ll see who’s teaching who when it’s all said and done, Maddy.”


  And with that, she’s off, turning on her heels and scrambling away in jerky movements. Though I know she can no longer hear me, I shout, “Whom! It’s ‘We’ll see who’s teaching whom.’ You never were good in English. I’ve been carrying you for years.”


  In her wake, the halls—and my life—are empty.


  It’s like my own personal Armageddon or something.


  I head straight for my locker on hollow legs, planning on grabbing a few books for the weekend and …heading home, hiding out, and trying to forget the last two weeks ever happened. (Damn, has it only been two frickin’ weeks?)


  I key in my combination, open my locker, and out falls a shiny silver envelope. On the front is my name, my full name: Madison Emily Swift. It’s written in loopy, feminine script.


  For one split second my dead, nonbeating heart thrums to life. I think it’s from Hazel—a sorry note or some other heartfelt missive—but then I reason, How could she apologize in advance for something she just did?


  I open it and find these words:


  
    Dear Maddy,


    You are cordially invited to tonight’s Fall Formal.


    Please bring your two new friends, Dane and Chloe.


    We promise you won’t be disappointed. In fact, it coud be a night to die for.


    Eternally yours,


    Bones and Dahlia

  


  A boot squeak on the hall floor startles me, and when I turn from my open locker, I see Dane and Chloe waiting for me, shiny invitations in their hands, already open and read.


  “I guess the Truce is over,” I say.


  Dane looks like he just ate a pound of bad brains, then another, just to make sure. “You have no idea.”
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  Breaking & Tasering


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  DO I REALLY have to do this?” I ask half an hour later, pulling up in front of the Barracuda Bay Sheriff’s Office.


  “It’s the only way, Maddy,” says Dane, who’s riding shotgun in my tiny green Honda Civic.


  “But it’s my dad. What if somebody finds out they’re missing? He could lose his job.”


  “No one’s going to find out, Maddy,” Chloe says from the backseat. “They’re just Tasers; three stupid Tasers. It’s not like you’re breaking into the Pentagon and stealing government secrets or anything.”


  “I just don’t want my dad to get hurt. I’m done for. That’s fine; I get that. But he’s still alive. He still needs to eat and make a living and have a roof over his head.”


  “For now,” Chloe says.


  I whip around. “What does that mean?”


  Dane touches my shoulder and waits until I turn to face him. “Maddy, if we don’t do this, your dad’s going to get hurt in a way that can’t be reversed. Like Ms. Haskins; like …Hazel. If we don’t stop the Zerkers tonight, and stop them dead, this whole town could be infested by morning.”


  “Fine,” I say, getting out of the car and slamming the door for good measure.


  Inside the sheriff’s office, I smile demurely at a few of the folks I know from backyard barbecues or softball games or the annual Cobia County Employee Christmas Party, which Dad drags me to every year.


  I get a few odd looks before I remember none of these people have seen Goth Maddy yet. (Oh, the grief Dad will be getting in the break room after this little visit.) My backpack is snug on my arm, emptied of books and papers and folders to make room for the three police-issue Tasers Dane and Chloe want me to steal from the ammunition room.


  Dad’s office is across from it, but then again Dad’s office is also across from just about everything in the tiny building: the coffeemaker, the vending machine, the ladies’ room, the broom closet—you get the picture.


  Dad is surprised to see me but not too surprised. It’s a small town, and the police station isn’t too far away from school. I’ve been known to drop by once or twice a week with a to-go dinner when I know he’s working late or a box of donuts and thermos of coffee if he’s working early.


  “Maddy!” His eyes light up as he stands up from his desk chair. “What a nice surprise.”


  “Hey, Dad.” I try to keep the sad sound of betrayal out of my voice. “What’s up?”


  “What’s up with me?” he says, sliding his bifocals down to the tip of his nose so he can see me better. “What’s up with you? Isn’t tonight the night of that big dance you’ve been looking forward to?”


  I slump down in a squeaky gray chair across from his desk and make a big show of being all tired-like. “Yup,” I say, between fake yawns. “That’s why I came to see you. I knew you wouldn’t have time to come home and snap pictures of me and my …date …so I thought I’d give you a sneak preview.”


  Dad looks toward the doorway. “You brought your date?” he asks hopefully.


  “No,” I say, looking pointedly at the display skeleton hanging in one corner of the room. “You think I want my date to think of corpses all night?”


  He laughs and then looks at me more closely. “Well, you’re not wearing that, are you?”


  I snort, looking down at the full-on Goth gear I chose for school this morning. So far, Dad’s been pretty understanding of the whole Goth phase. Not overly enthusiastic, mind you, but more understanding than, say, Hazel. (Of course, now I know why.) I fiddle with the short hem of my black pleather skirt and say, “Naw, I’ve still got to go home and change. That’s why I wanted to swing by here first; in case I missed you.” More fake yawns.


  He looks at me funny. “Well, you need to perk up, Maddy. You’ve got a long night ahead of you, and you want to enjoy it. Hey, can I get you a cup of coffee? I’ve got a few minutes before my next autopsy; you can tell me about your dress.”


  Bingo!


  “I thought you’d never ask,” I say (and at least that’s no lie).


  When he disappears across the hall to get me the coffee I’ve been angling for ever since I walked in, I reach over his desk, open the top drawer, and snag his key ring. Yes, I feel bad doing it; yes, I know I’m a rotten zombie, but I am a zombie and, after all, it’s for his own good.


  It’s like Dane said: steal the keys now and feel like a jerk for a few minutes; don’t steal them, don’t stop the Zerkers, let the town be infested, and feel even worse when your dad becomes one of the Living Dead and tries to eat your brains after work one night.


  The keys are safe in my pocket by the time Dad comes back with two steaming cups of coffee. I look into mine, and he’s put cream in there. I stop myself from making a face and take a sip to make him happy. We make small talk, and he says, “So, is this that new guy you were telling me about? The one who plays football? The one who looks like Superman?”


  I nod, hoping that by not actually saying the word “yes” the lie is only half as bad. (You know, as compared to, say, stealing your dad’s keychain and a couple of Tasers from the ammunition room.)


  “Oh, good,” Dad says. “He sounds like a nice boy.”


  I nod noncommittally, picturing Hazel dragging Stamp from Art class and his helpless look as she ordered him away in the commons. Then I think of Hazel—poor, undead Hazel.


  Dad kind of senses something’s amiss and says, actually says, “And Hazel? Do you approve of her date?”


  I almost spit out the coffee I’m pretending to enjoy. But what might have been a slapstick moment 24 hours ago finds me in a kind of sad, heartbroken limbo.


  When I don’t answer, when I can’t answer (no more lies!), Dad stifles his hopeful grin and says, “Maddy, you look like you’ve seen a ghost. What’s wrong? Goodness, dear; you’ve been waiting for this dance for the last two years. I thought you’d be happier than this.”


  And God, how I want to spill it all. To confess about stealing the Tasers, to explain what for, but most of all to tell him Hazel—his sweet caretaker Hazel—is gone and not coming back. And still I can’t talk, and still his concern grows more apparent by the second, but I can’t help it. I’m powerless to fake it anymore, to pretend my entire world isn’t collapsing around my head, that my best friend isn’t merely dead but worse than dead—a Zerker who in a few hours is going to try to kill me with her bare hands if she gets the chance.


  A buzzer sounds somewhere, and soon enough I see a vibrating beeper shake itself across Dad’s desk like a Mexican jumping bean.


  “Oh booger,” he says absently, pushing his glasses higher on his nose. “I thought we’d have more time. Listen, I’m really happy for you, dear. Maybe tomorrow morning you can tell me all about it?”


  Sure, I think. If any of us are still alive, that is. Out loud I say, “Sure, Dad. I’ll make you breakfast and fill you in on all the gory details.”


  “Splendid.” He hugs me on the way out. We stand in the hallway together, and he says, “Shall I walk you out?”


  I wave the thought away and point to the ladies’ room. “I’m going to powder my nose, and then I’ll see you back home …whenever.”


  “Whenever. Right.” He smiles mischievously. “Do you need a curfew, or can I trust you?”


  I pause and blink twice. Dad? Asking me if I need a curfew? Has he forgotten his own house rules? He seems to read my mind and shrugs. “Hey, I’ve already broken one rule by letting you go to the dance with a guy I’ve never met; I might as well let you choose your own curfew, right?”


  “Seriously? No curfew?” It’s not like I was going to obey it in the first place, not after what Dane and Chloe have planned for the evening, but the fact that he’s offering means a lot.


  He doesn’t answer. His beeper buzzes again, and he presses it to shut off the annoying sound, then ambles away down the hall, turning back to wink at me before entering the autopsy wing.


  I sigh, look around, find the right key, and let myself into the ammunition room. It’s not much bigger than a broom closet, just much better armed. The real guns, of course, are locked up tight. Dozens of rifles line one wall, locked safely behind a mesh wire gate. Ditto for the ammunition clips and pistols.


  But the bulletproof vests are fair game, as are the walkie-talkies and Tasers. The Tasers are in plain view, stacked next to each other in their identical wall chargers. Time is ticking away. I don’t know how long I’ve been inside, but it feels like an eternity and every footstep outside seems to be headed right for the ammunition room door.


  Finally I commit, I dunno, a misdemeanor—or is it a felony?—by yanking three supercharged Tasers from their solid black outlets. I shove them in my backpack, zip it up tight, and listen at the door before I can tell the coast is clear.


  The Tasers are bulkier than I thought, and heavier, too, as I lean over Dad’s desk and return his keys. I stand by his desk for a minute, steadying my nerves for the final phase of Operation Dick Your Dad over to Keep the Whole Town from Being Infested.


  On the way out of the sheriff’s office, I keep waiting for one of Dad’s colleagues to stop me, frisk me, lock me up, and throw away the key, but they just smile at Dad’s leggy 17-year-old Goth daughter, shaking their heads at the idleness of youth and eyeing my short black skirt on the way out the door, ignoring the three clearly Taser-shaped bulges in the backpack jostling directly above my dead derriere.


  I stow the backpack with the Tasers in the trunk and barely stop myself from peeling out of the sheriff’s office and making a scene. “Where to next?” I ask cheerfully, almost casually, as if I do this type of stuff every day.


  “You got them?” Chloe asks doubtfully.


  I nod curtly and head downtown, our zombie shopping spree now in full swing.


  First stop, the fireworks store. While Dane pops inside with a twenty dollar bill, I turn to Chloe to ask, “Are we going to scare them with firecrackers or something?”


  She snorts but doesn’t look up from inspecting her chipped black nails. “Cherry bombs, actually. Zerkers hate them. Something about the sulfur reminds them of their graves, I guess; whatever the reason, they really freak out.”


  “Does it kill them?”


  She finally looks up and frowns apologetically. “I wish. No, it only makes them weak and panicked for a few minutes. Kind of like garlic to a vampire. You know, if they actually existed or anything. The goal is, freak them out with cherry bombs and tase them before they know what’s happening.”


  I note her dour expression. “You don’t sound too confident of that working out.”


  She shrugs. “You know why we call them Zerkers, Maddy?” When I shake my head, she explains, “It’s short for ‘Berserkers.’ So, the thing is, you can plan on this and hope for that; you can go by the rules of what’s supposed to happen, but at the end of the day, you have to remember that these are just plain crazy, strong, mad, angry, mean, vicious zombies who occasionally go berserk.”


  I frown, staring over her head and expecting Dane to stride out of the fireworks store any second. When he doesn’t, Chloe explains, “It’s the Fall Formal. Kids like to stock up on fireworks and set them off on the beach afterward. You know, kind of like a tradition. It’s probably a madhouse in there right now.”


  “Is that what you and Dane like to do?” I ask, girlfriend to girlfriend.


  She thinks for a second, smiles. “What, you think Dane and I are …an …item?”


  “Hmmm.” I sigh, chin still on the back of my seat as I stay on the lookout for Dane and his cherry bomb stash. “Let’s see, you’ve been inseparable since you showed up at Barracuda Bay High at the beginning of this year. You drive to school together, eat together, live together. What should I think?”


  She looks nonplussed, like maybe she doesn’t care what I think. “We’re just trailer mates, Maddy. I’ve already told you my sad story; his is not quite as bad.”


  I start to ask, but she barely pauses before plunging ahead and granting my secret wish to know what turned Dane the boy into Dane the …zombie.


  “When his car went off the road and slammed into that power plant, well, the body they pulled out of the wreckage was dead. When he woke up in the morgue, late at night, Dane just …walked away.


  “No one ever reported the body missing. His parents already figured he was dead; no reason to muddy the waters, right? He wandered from town to town for a few weeks, walking at night, lying low during the day. I was the first zombie he met, so I became his chaperone; that’s all. Kind of like we did for you. That’s it, Maddy, really.”


  “Yeah, but you guys live together; I mean, surely you must be tempted every now and again.”


  She snorts and smiles. “Tempted? By Dane? Maddy, he’s still a zombie baby compared to me. He’s still a little …young for my taste.”


  “Hmm, zombies have a taste?”


  “Not every …impulse …dies, you know. Electricity goes everywhere. Yeah, I have a taste—”


  Suddenly the passenger door opens, cutting her off midsentence.


  “Taste for what?” Dane says, clutching his bag of cherry bombs triumphantly as he clambers into the shotgun seat.


  “Nothing,” I say, turning forward in my seat and backing out of the parking lot. “Just …girl talk.” Looking in the rearview mirror, I wink at Chloe; she winks, too—a first!


  It’s slim pickings at the formalwear shop at the mall, where the best dresses were snatched up weeks ago. I find a sleek little emerald number, just formal and sexy enough, but a size too big.


  “I can alter it,” Chloe says confidently.


  “You sure?”


  She smiles. “I’m going to have to alter anything we wear anyway, so …sure. I think you’ll look good in that.”


  She finds something in burgundy, which looks a little too …ruffly …for my taste. But hey, at this stage of the game, beggars can’t be choosers, right?


  We find Dane in the men’s department picking out a smooth powder blue tux—the only color left in his size. He looks embarrassed, but as Chloe settles up the bill (who knew zombies had credit cards?) I lean in and whisper, “I think you’ll look good in something other than …black …for a change.”


  He bites his lower lip doubtfully.


  Our last stop is the cemetery. “Seriously?” I ask as we pile out of the car.


  “I’m sorry, Maddy,” Dane says. “We need some fresh grave dirt; it’s like Kryptonite for the Zerkers. Plus, I think, well, I think you’ll feel better if you see where Scurvy was laid to rest.”


  They lead me to a grave in the older part of the cemetery that looks like all the rest. Well, at least until you take a closer look; then it’s easy to see where the earth has been disturbed.


  “After you told us what happened,” Chloe says, filling her backpack with cemetery dirt, “Dane and I came here and found Scurvy. It would have attracted too much attention to leave him like that, so we found an old grave we knew nobody would be visiting anytime soon, dug it up and, well, buried him above the old casket.”


  “You did him a favor,” Dane says as Chloe fills her bag to the brim and zips it up.


  “What, by beheading him?” I ask, shuffling my feet.


  “Better to rest in peace here,” Dane says, “than to wind up a Zerker for eternity.”


  He squeezes my shoulder gently, lets his hand linger there, and then follows Chloe away from the grave. They linger for a minute, then start walking away.


  “Maddy?” Chloe asks over her shoulder.


  “Five seconds,” I say, holding up a hand for emphasis. “I want to …pay my last respects.”


  When they’re out of earshot and heading for the open cemetery gates, I say, quietly, reverently, “Scurvy, you were always nice to me, and you were the only person on the planet who liked my oatmeal and peanut butter cookies, and I’m sorry I got you into this. I know it wasn’t your fault, and you won’t understand, but tonight, with a little help from my new friends, I’m going to make it up to you. I promise.”
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  BACK AT THE trailer, we get straight to it. Chloe and Dane have moved the living room furniture into their (separate) bedrooms, so all that remains of the main living area is just carpet and bare walls. On top of the kitchen counter are three stakes, each about as long as your standard slasher movie butcher knife.


  Chloe has changed into black gym shorts and a tight gray T-shirt that says, Demons Do It Longer. (Gross.) Dane is in sweats and a tank top, his skin fat-free and hairless, his muscles pronounced. He is sitting Indian style on the living room floor, working out the kinks in the Tasers.


  Chloe picks up one of the stakes and says, “It’s nearly impossible to cut a Zerker, Maddy. Their hides are tough.”


  “Like leather?” I ask, eyeing the three identical stakes.


  “Like stone,” she says. “Tougher than our skin; harder.”


  I remember Dahlia’s bent nose under my knuckles and agree. “So what are these for?” I ask. Before she can stop me, I grab one of the stakes by the copper end.


  When I come to, I’m lying on the kitchen floor, Dane and Chloe standing above me, shaking their heads, parent-style.


  “Wow!” I say, the electric current still sizzling through my body like the best three-candy-bar sugar high imaginable. “What just happened?”


  As they help me up, Dane says, “You grabbed the business end first, Maddy.”


  “But aren’t they stakes?” I say, kind of enjoying the whooshing of current still flooding through my body.


  “Well, technically I guess you could consider them stakes, only …in reverse. The wooden part is the handle,” says Chloe, a slightly bemused expression on her face. “You hold it like this.” The wooden part’s in her hand and the flat, circular, copper end—kind of like a notary stamp—faces out.


  “Well, that’s not very dangerous-looking.”


  She smirks. “Maybe it doesn’t look dangerous, but it knocked you out cold for 20 or 30 seconds. That’s enough time to do some serious damage if you get the chance. And if you can get it past the skin and shove it in far enough, for long enough, well—it will kill them.”


  I look confused, reaching for the stake and—as they gasp and reach to stop me—picking it up by the wooden end at the last minute.


  Dane explains, “Copper conducts electricity. To Normals, it’s no big deal. But to Zerkers, it creates havoc on the system. You stick them with one of these and, boom, out go the lights.”


  “Or, at least, in theory anyway.”


  I’m twirling the stake like a baton, careful to avoid the copper end, when I say, “Wait. Hold up. ‘In theory’? What does that mean?” When they don’t answer me right away, looking at each other sheepishly, I shout, “Don’t you guys know already?”


  They stand awkwardly, side by side, looking down at their feet. “I mean, you have done this before, right? Right?”


  “Well, technically.” Chloe hems. “I mean, we’ve already taken Zerker Slaughter 101—”


  “And we’ve read the chapter on Zerker massacres in The Guide.” Dane haws. “But—”


  “But what, you guys? You come off like you’re some big, famous, lethal Zerker hunters. Now I find out you’ve never actually killed any before?”


  Nothing. More floor staring and feet shuffling.


  “Chloe?” I ask, taking the direct approach. “How many Zerkers have you killed before?”


  “None, okay?”


  “Dane?”


  “Well, I buried one once.”


  “Hmmm.” I sigh. “Would that have been …yesterday?”


  He nods, still avoiding my eyes.


  “So, basically, I’ve been a zombie for, what, less than two weeks and I’ve already killed more Zerkers than you two? Unbelievable, just …unbelievable.”
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  Three’s Company


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  RUFFLES?” I ASK skeptically as Chloe picks at my hemline and slowly sews it into place a few hours later. “Really? Ruffles? I’m not trying to sound indelicate here, Chloe, but you were a pubescent zombie way back in the ‘80s. You do know fashion has moved on since then, right? That ‘Like a Virgin’ is no longer at the top of the charts?”


  Dane smiles from the living room doorway, handsome and sleek—if a little stiff—in his powder blue tux. Rather than highlighting his pale skin and dark eyes, the tux complements them; he looks kind of like a zombie 007, and I smile shyly.


  Chloe notices and yanks on my ruffles to get my attention.


  “The ruffles contain the dirt from the graveyard,” Dane says, patting his shoulders. “That’s why they feel a little …heavy.”


  “Yeah, well you don’t have to wear ruffles.” I pout as Chloe ties a knot on the underside of my hem and bites the thread off. “Where are you hiding your graveyard dirt, huh, Mr. Aloof and Mysterious?”


  He smiles and flips up the collar of his tux. Underneath are hastily sewn blue pouches bulging with grave dirt. “Right here,” he says. “Neat, huh?”


  Actually, it is; even from five paces, you can’t really see the bulges when he puts the collar back in place. “And look here,” he adds, digging into his hip pockets and pulling out handfuls of more grave dirt. “In a pinch, I can even blind them with this.”


  “And Chloe?” I ask. “She’s got no ruffles.”


  “No,” says Chloe, standing from the floor and pointing to her hips, “but I’ve got these.” She points to the frills at her narrow waist, graveyard soil buried in a round, tubelike belt hidden beneath a row of white roses in the pattern winding around her like a garden vine.


  “Still, you guys look downright fashionable compared to me.”


  “Maddy,” Chloe says, handing me a copper-tipped stake for my purse. “Get your head in the game, will you? We’re not actually going to the dance to see and be seen, remember? We’re going to kill us some Zerkers, right?”


  I make a “ghee whiz” face, and Dane laughs.


  “Look,” Chloe says, beckoning Dane to the full-length mirror she’s hauled into the living room to help with the alterations. She pulls me close so that the three of us are standing in front of it together.


  Dane looks dashing and robust in his tux. Even Chloe looks (almost) ladylike and demure in her slimming, satiny gown. And my emerald ruffle nightmare doesn’t look that bad when combined with the pancake makeup, thick plum lipstick, deep dark eye shadow, and frills of rich, black hair cascading from the do Chloe gave me right before I slipped into my dress.


  The trailer is quiet as we grab our mini stakes and slide them into our formalwear. Chloe and I weave them into the folds at the front of our dresses, making sure to keep the deadly copper from touching our skin, while Dane slides his into his tux pocket. These are easy to hide, but the bulky Tasers provide more of a challenge. They’re shaped like cell phones but twice as big—and solid, fatter, and heavy; really heavy.


  Dane can fit one in his pocket without looking too ridiculous, but he wants us each to have one in case we get separated in the gym. Mine fits in my purse without looking too obvious, but Chloe’s clutch purse is smaller and clam-shaped.


  “Chloe,” Dane snaps, “that purse won’t work; get another one.”


  She looks at me conspiratorially and I frown; that purse really does match her dress (something a clod like Dane would never understand). Still, a massacre is a massacre, so she dutifully replaces the purse with something big enough to fit a Taser in. (Unfortunately, it’s a rather clunky black affair with a rhinestone skull for a clasp.)


  By now, the crisp fall afternoon has turned to dusk, the dusk to twilight. Orange shadows bathe us on the way back to school. As we slowly inch forward in the growing line of traffic waiting to park, I have to admit that, despite the circumstances, I get caught up in all the high school excitement that is the Fall Formal. Most of the cars in line are limousines, where alternating douche bags in white tuxes stick heads through the sun roof and hoot at the girls in convertibles in front or behind.


  Chloe and Dane look disgusted, but whether it’s because I haven’t been a zombie as long or because I’m just a romantic at (nonbeating) heart, part of me wishes I could turn back time and say “yes” when Stamp asked me to the dance.


  Yes, it would’ve been breaking all kinds of zombie laws and, no, it wouldn’t have stopped Bones and Dahlia from turning Scurvy and Ms. Haskins …and Hazel …into zombies, but at least I would’ve been able to go to the Fall Formal without grave dirt in my ruffles, a stake hiding just below my cleavage, and a Taser in my purse.


  As we finally pull into the jam-packed school parking lot, I notice the assistant principal and the dean dressed in three-piece suits (no tuxes for them) checking girls’ bags on the way in.


  “Uh, guys,” I say, pointing to the unanticipated checkpoint.


  In the rearview mirror, Dane flashes me a yellowing smile. “Don’t worry, Diva; I’ve got it covered.”


  As Dane fiddles with something in his lap, Chloe nudges me in the arm and mouths, “Diva?”


  I shrug and muscle my way into one of the last remaining spots in the lot. As I park, I have to wonder, Has Dane Fields just used a term of endearment?


  As we walk toward the school, Chloe and I adjust our purses full of Tasers and sulfur-spewing cherry bombs. Our heels are low (all the better to fight Zerkers with, my dear), but after a week of clomping around in polished black army boots, the sound of them scraping on the asphalt sounds funny.


  A line has formed at the purse-frisking station, and I shift nervously from one foot to the other, craning my neck for any wandering hordes of Zerkers in sparkly black dresses and shiny white track suit tuxes. Instead, all I hear is Dane chattering with the two thugs behind us, identically decked out in satiny tan retro tuxes and matching gobs of spiky hair goo.


  “You two guys together?” Dane asks when we’re only a few couples away from the check-in point.


  “Dane,” I whisper, elbowing him as the two thugs bow up. “We don’t have time for this now.”


  “Let him be,” Chloe whispers as she jabs an elbow in my ribs. “He knows what he’s doing.”


  “No,” one of the thugs says.


  “Why?” asks the other, preening. “You interested, pretty boy?”


  Clearly these two hunks of meat aren’t smart enough to be offended.


  “No,” Dane says sarcastically. “But your boyfriend sure is. He’s been checking me out all—”


  Finally, I hear one of the thug’s fists break on Dane’s forehead as he hurls the first punch, followed by what I think is girls screaming but what is, in fact, the thug squealing in pain.


  “Inside, ladies,” the assistant principal shouts to us poor, defenseless girls, instantly abandoning the checkpoint to rush to the thug’s aid.


  While the dean and assistant VP are trying to get the story out of the bumbling boobs in tan, Chloe grabs one of Dane’s arms and I grab another as we hustle him inside before the rest can be sorted out.


  We keep going, plunging deep past the punch bowl and frosted grapes at the snack table and right onto the dance floor. If you ever get the chance to see a zombie dance, avoid it. We are pretty bad, but fortunately it’s a medium-tempo song and nothing that will twist our subtly moving hips out of joint. When the song is done we figure the coast is finally clear, so we amble off the dance floor and find solace at a blue, curtain-draped high-top table toward the back of the room.


  “That was close,” I say because, hey, I’ve always wanted to.


  Chloe and Dane are scanning the crowd, looking for the Zerkers. It isn’t easy, even with zombie vision. The dance floor and its periphery are dotted with swirling teenagers, all in some form of evening wear.


  The lights are rotating, swirling, first thousands of white pinpoints cascading across the floor, then flashing strobe lights, then multicolor spotlights randomly roaming the dance floor until they fix on some random couple who’s then expected to show off, at least until the spotlights move on to humiliate someone else.


  Thinking I see a flash of ugly yellow Zerker eye on the perimeter, I step away from the table only to be promptly yanked back by Chloe. “Stay together,” she whispers. “That’s what they want: to pull us apart, get us alone. If we’re going to survive, if we’re going to win, we have to stick together.”


  “Okay, okay, sorry,” I say, wrenching my arm away from her cold, titanium grip. “But I thought I saw—”


  “Dahlia!” Dane points with a half-empty plastic punch glass to the dead, yellow eyes and zombie stiffness I saw moments ago. I make a face at Chloe as we slowly stalk the Zerker through the crowd.


  She’s standing alone at a tall table, like the one we just vacated. We stop a few tables short, elbow our way to an empty table, and watch carefully. She seems to be alone; no glass in front of her, only a clutch purse like mine, and her expression is serene.


  After five minutes, no one has come to join her. Not Bones, not Ms. Haskins, not Hazel—not anyone else they may have infected since they dropped those shiny gray invitations in our lockers earlier this morning.


  “How are we supposed to do this?” I say over the thumping bass of another fast song. “There are so many people.”


  Chloe nods. “We’ve got to wait until the crowd thins; get each one alone.” She pulls her cell from her clutch purse and says to Dane, “Text me when she goes to use the bathroom.” To me she adds, “You follow her in; we’ll try to ambush her.”


  Dane shakes his head. “I don’t like it.” He cranes his neck to look for a sign—any sign—of Bones or Hazel. “It just feels too …easy.”


  “It is what it is,” Chloe says before departing. Even though she passes within inches of Dahlia, the Zerker never even looks her way.


  “Hey,” Dane calls after her. “You forgot your purse!” To me he says, “She always does that.”


  “Where do you think they are?” I ask Dane, inching closer to him so I won’t have to shout over the spastic DJ (or so I tell myself).


  He shrugs, his shoulders big and broad in his flattering tuxedo. “Maybe they’re waiting till the crowd thins, too.”


  I’m looking at him under the twinkling stars, the strobe lights, the alternating spots. In school, he never changes his ever present hoodie, never wears anything but jeans and scuffed shoes. I’ve always pictured him as slight and frail, at least skinny and tall, but all the while he’s been hiding a fairly hot zombie bod under all those protective layers.


  He catches me looking, waves a large, pale, dismissive hand, and says, as if zombies are mind readers, too, “Relax. It’s just the muscles; they harden over time, the fat melts away, the muscle takes its place, they get bigger is all. It has nothing to do with me. I mean, it’s not like I work out or anything.”


  I smile. “Will that happen to me?”


  He looks into my eyes and says, “You don’t need any help to look beautiful.”


  Then he abruptly looks away, as if something has caught his eye.


  It has. Dahlia is gone.


  We leave the table as a pair, him grabbing my hand to tug me through the still healthy crowd. Finally, we get within eight paces of Dahlia and see her heading straight for the ladies’ room.


  “Go,” Dane says as I hurry to follow. He clicks on his phone and says, “She’s coming. Chloe? Can you hear me? Chloe?”


  He calls after me, but the music is too loud for me to respond and, anyway, I’m totally focused on Dahlia and couldn’t—wouldn’t—pull back even if I wanted to. Instead, I follow her straight into the bathroom.


  And, of course, straight into the trap.
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  Zombies in the Girl’s Room


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  BY THE TIME I get there, Chloe is already hog-tied with jump ropes; they must have brought them in their purses. She is facedown on the bathroom floor, her chin up defiantly, her mouth moving violently behind a gym sock gag.


  Meanwhile, all the sinks are overflowing, gushing over their sides and into a veritable lake on the girls’ room floor. I’m already three feet in, with water halfway up my shoes, when I notice Dahlia at my back. She shoves me forward so hard, so fast, I almost fall face-first in the running water. (These stupid heels don’t help matters any.) Then I see her.


  In the same slinky evening gown I helped her pick out weeks ago, Hazel stands triumphantly over Chloe, who writhes and struggles against the tight, polyester ropes.


  “Don’t even try it,” Hazel says to me, holding a portable radio high above Chloe’s head.


  At first I laugh. Were these Zerkers that stupid that they didn’t even know electricity brought zombies back to life—not put them out of their misery?


  Then Chloe wriggles free from her gag. “Get out of here, Maddy. One shock to bring us back to life, remember? And one shock to kill us. If you get zapped twice, that’s that.”


  Just as quickly, my amusement turns to fear—not for me so much; I never expected to make it through this night in the first place, not really—but for Chloe, who’s only in trouble because of me.


  If I’d never bumped into Stamp that day, if he’d never invited me to that stupid party, if I’d never snuck out that night, none of this would be happening right now. Chloe would be Chloe and Dane would be Dane and Hazel would be Hazel and I’d just be the girl in the background, watching it all from the very last row.


  Dahlia has the door, so there’s no way out (even if I were chicken enough to leave Chloe lying there alone).


  Hazel has the radio, and at any second she could put us all out of our misery. She leaves it teetering carelessly on the hand dryer as the sinks continue overflowing, cascading sheets of water onto the already deluged floor.


  Hazel walks over to me, a sneer on her pale, dead face, not even trying to hide the puncture marks above the spaghetti strap of her little black formal dress. “I thought all zombies knew that.”


  “What would you know, Hazel?” I ask, my voice a shade deeper since the last time we talked, a shade tougher as well. “You’re not a real zombie anyway. You’re a watered-down version of these half zombies you call friends.”


  “Maybe so,” says Hazel, her triumphant smile slightly dinged, “but I’m not the one with my friend lying hog-tied on the floor, now, am I?”


  “Why are you doing this, Hazel?” I ask, stalling for time, inching forward, tougher than her, a zombie longer than her, my muscles and legs and bones and will stronger than hers could ever be. “You were my friend. You were my best friend. We’ve known each other for 11 years, Hazel. And you turn on me that fast? Like …like you’re a stranger; like you’ve always been a stranger.”


  Hazel barely flinches, impatient for my little trip down memory lane to come to a swift and certain end. “And the first day I met you I told you not to lie to me, Maddy. And what did you do?”


  “When, Hazel? When did I lie?”


  “When you didn’t tell me you got struck by lightning, Maddy. When you didn’t tell me you were a zombie. When you let me believe you were just sick, when all the time you were …dead.”


  “But I did tell you, Hazel. I mean, eventually I came clean.”


  “Only when you couldn’t hide it from me any longer. Only when I saw it with my very own eyes.”


  “Okay, so maybe I omitted a few pertinent facts, Hazel, but I never lied.”


  Hazel shakes her head. “It’s the same thing, Maddy. And besides, whatever we had, whatever we thought we had, it’s nothing compared to what Dahlia and Bones have given me.”


  I turn to Dahlia, who says triumphantly, “I told you we’d get you all alone, Maddy. All I needed was your friend here to make it happen.”


  “They’re using you, Hazel,” I shout, turning back to my former best friend. “Using you to get to me. Can’t you see that? It’s all a big game for them, turning people, making them Zerkers, then leaving them to die. Or killing them themselves. They don’t care about you. They turned Scurvy, too, Hazel. I had to kill him, put him down.”


  I pause and shoot a look straight into her evil yellow eyes. “Don’t think I won’t do it to you, too.”


  By now she’s inched back to the hand dryer, picked up the radio, and holds it over her head. Her fierce red hair is in an updo, no longer quite so fierce but certainly stylish.


  I look down at Chloe, her eyes closed against the coming shock.


  Hazel says, “Not if I do it to you first.” With that, she drops the radio.


  “Don’t forget, you’re a zombie, too,” I shout before leaping up on the nearest toilet seat.


  The floor ignites in a snaking ripple of pure, blue current. It’s like a thin, blue flame branching out over the black-and-white tile floor. From the stall next to me, Dahlia laughs as Chloe goes limp and Hazel crashes to the floor next to her, wilted and lifeless like a giant rag doll; a well-dressed rag doll, but a rag doll just the same. I scramble to crawl up the bathroom stall, up out of Dahlia’s reach, as the electricity boils my friends—old and new.


  The bright bathroom lights flicker, then go out altogether. In the darkness I see the Zerker crouching in my way as I race across the tops of the stalls for the bathroom door. The ceiling is right above my head and low so I have to crouch and scuttle, almost like a crab. I stop, barely out of reach.


  An emergency light over the sink mirrors flickers on as the generators kick in, casting a hazy red glow over the waterlogged bathroom. (All the better to see you with, my dear.) From beyond the doors, I can already hear screams. The screams of Normals. The power must have shorted everything, everywhere, plunging the dance floor and the rest of the gym into darkness.


  There is a knocking at the door, somebody big and strong, and just when I think Dane has come to save us, an adult voice bellows, “Anybody in there? The main power’s been cut and there’s not enough juice in the generator to run your precious disco ball; the dance is over. Report outside immediately for a head count. Everybody’s going home …”


  In the glowing red light, Dahlia jumps from the top of the stall, catching the railing above with gymnastlike reflexes. As if lowered by a tether, she slides almost effortlessly to the ground, her muscles obviously much more accustomed to the zombie lifestyle—and the effects of gravity on deadweight—than mine will ever be.


  “All according to plan,” she says, stepping on Chloe’s lifeless body to avoid the electric blue current still sizzling along the black-and-white floor.


  I crouch on top of the nearest stall.


  Dahlia looks up. “Don’t stay too long, dear; you’ll miss all the fun.”


  I wait until her back is turned and she’s heading for the bathroom door to make my move. I leap down, down, my heavy zombie body landing with a thud on poor Chloe’s back. I hear a crack but ignore it.


  Dahlia turns at the sound, her hand scrambling for the door handle, but I leapfrog from Chloe’s body to Hazel’s and slam the retreating Zerker hard against the bathroom door. Her nose cracks, again and again. I yank her head around and lift her up and over me, tossing her over my shoulder and through the air.


  She lands on a sink; a slippery, flowing sink. Her hands scramble for purchase, her thickly veined muscles holding her aloft as long as possible while her legs scamper and scurry to avoid touching the floor. Her heels fall off, her black stockings drenched, her eyes panicked as finally, at last, her hands slip off the cool, wet porcelain and down she goes.


  There is a faint crackle, then a whiff, of electricity before she goes out completely. I groan, the tension inside flowing out through my vocal cords and into the dead red air of the sizzling bathroom.


  Like a frog leaping from lily pad to lily pad, I step from body to body until I hear the crunch of Dahlia’s ribs beneath my new heels. Next to her is the radio plug, still live thanks to the school’s stupid generator; I yank it out of the wall right before sliding off of Dahlia’s slick, dead body and onto the flooded floor.


  Now the water is just water; now the bathroom is just a bathroom. I stare at the cluster of bodies jumbled on the bathroom floor, Dahlia lying halfway across Hazel, Hazel jammed up gracelessly against Chloe, like a zombie traffic jam.


  I check Chloe first, turning her over onto her back and snapping her jump rope bonds with two stiff fingers as her legs intertwine with Hazel’s. Her arms fall limp to the floor, making a sad splashing noise in the three inches of water struggling to bleed through the overworked drain in the middle of the floor.


  “Chloe,” I say, but she is already gone.


  I feel a stirring beside me and look to see Hazel sitting up and rubbing her head. Only then do I really consider where she’s fallen after she dropped the boom box and electrified the entire room: half on the floor, half on Chloe’s lifeless body. She must have avoided the full shock of the current by being just far enough off of the watery floor.


  With my purse drenched and ruined and across the floor, much too far away to get to in time, with Chloe’s purse resting uselessly on some random table out in the gym, I reach slowly for the stake in my dress, carefully avoiding the business end this time.


  “Hazel!” I shout as she struggles to her feet, her eyes live and electric yellow, her hair wet and matted, her skin pale as the white floor tiles. “It’s me, remember?”


  She cocks her head, smiles. “Who’s the zombie now, Maddy?” She lunges for me, zombie strong and Zerker angry; she moves so swiftly, so stealthily, the stake gets knocked out of my hand and slides into a lonely, wet corner of the bathroom floor. With equal parts regret and anger, I watch it clatter across the tiles, tumbling end over end. I curse, loudly, and fling her off, hearing something snap as her back hits the metal corner of the nearest stall.


  She lands with a yelp, sliding down to the still wet floor, but recovers on wobbly knees; one has a hole over it where her stocking’s been torn. Her dress is also ripped and tattered. Her shoulders are crooked and off-kilter as she stands, like maybe I did break something important after all, but her smile remains intact.


  She looks hungry, ready for anything—and eager to get it over with.


  She circles me, kicking off her high heels for better traction on the slippery bathroom floor. One hits me in the leg and she cackles ruthlessly; the other lands harmlessly a couple of feet away. I stand my ground, watching her waiting, sad and grim and three kinds of pissed off.


  “Look!” I say as she circles, endlessly circles. “Look at what you’ve done. I hope you’re happy with yourself.”


  “Not yet,” she says, lunging again.


  This time I’m ready for her. As she ducks slightly to pick up momentum, I move to one side—kind of like a bullfighter—and elbow her in the back of the neck even as I grab hold of the back of her dress and use it like a luggage handle to propel her, headfirst, into the nearest wall.


  While she sits, legs splayed out, rubbing her head, smiling against the wall, I tumble to reach for my stake. She catches me across the floor with a stiff foot to the chin, which knocks me back, back, back. I would stop if the floor were dry, but now it’s like a Slip-N-Slide in this grim, death-filled bathroom. As I slide and glide, my attempts to stop myself with wet hands on wet tile only propel me farther back.


  Hazel, always smart, always quick, now spies the stake I’ve been trying to get to and inches toward it, one bruised hand at a time. She is stiff and pale, hard and crooked and wild-eyed, but inching forward with every ounce of Zerker energy in her dead body. Her dress is ragged, the back of her red hair dotted with plaster from the wall, her stockings worn to shreds, her feet bare.


  “You don’t want to do that, Hazel,” I say as I crawl slowly back to her on the slippery tiles. Still too far away to do any good, I try to reason with my old friend.


  “Reverse psychology.” She scoffs. “You were reaching for it, so it must be some kind of weapon.”


  “Not the kind you want, Hazel.”


  She is almost there, smiling gleefully now, so eager to find something to hurt me with, to stab me with, to kill me with, that she can’t hear the reason, the fear, the concern in my voice. With real relish, with eyes wide open, with something like a victory smile already playing at the corners of her lips, she reaches for the stake.


  “Hazel!” I shout, but it’s already too late. Maybe it’s always been too late.


  She grabs the business end first, assuming wrongly that the sharp wooden end is designed to kill me. (And how wickedly eager she is to kill me.) I thought she’d go down, out for the count and lie there like I did when I grabbed the copper end in Dane’s trailer earlier.


  Then I remember: she’s a Zerker, not a zombie.


  Instead she springs to life, sizzling like a frankfurter on the end of a stick as it roasts over a summertime campfire. Now that she’s headed that way anyway, I race to help her cross back to the other side. I slip once on the wet tiles but use the bottom of the nearest stall to propel myself forward, jamming her bare chest against my stake as her back meets the bathroom wall.


  It goes halfway in, and she screams, whimpering, “But I’m your friend, Maddy! I’m your friend.”


  “She was my friend,” I say, jerking my head toward a fallen Chloe before I shove the stake the rest of the way in, copper end first. “You were just my …neighbor.”


  Suddenly, as if they’ve been waiting for our little dance of death to be over, someone is pounding frantically on the bathroom door. I rush to open it and see that Dahlia locked it from the inside. I turn the lock and throw it open, and Dane is there, still pounding thin air as the door opens.


  When he sees me, he grabs me, clings to me, squeezes me tight. Then he pulls away and asks, immediately, “Chloe?”


  I try to shove him out of the doorway before he can see her lifeless body on the bathroom floor, but he is far too strong. He brushes past me and kneels next to Chloe, his lips moving silently, like mine next to Scurvy’s grave earlier that afternoon.


  He stands and says grimly, “I should have known they’d be expecting us. I should have planned this more carefully.”


  He looks around, spots Hazel’s body still buzzing with the copper stick wedged in her chest, and says, “Hazel?”


  “I had to do it.” I sigh.


  “So the copper works then, huh?”


  I nod, my lips curling into a sad, scary smile. Then I see Chloe’s still army boots and frown all over again.


  “What happened?” I ask, turning to the dance floor. Last time I saw it, the place was hopping with kids, swirling lights, blaring music, life, and laughter. Now it’s deserted, emergency lights illuminating an empty dance floor, plastic punch cups turned over and lying on the floor, streamers and glittery stars hanging haphazardly over rows and rows of empty tables. Without the music blasting, it’s like watching TV with the sound off.


  “When the power cut out,” Dane explains, “everybody scrammed.”


  I gently guide him away from the bathroom toward the dance floor and ask, “What now?”


  Just then the back doors of the gym open and three figures plow through; two willingly, one being dragged along reluctantly like a man doomed to the gallows.


  “Now,” says Dane, turning to meet them with clenched fists, “we find out how this story ends.”
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  A Pimp Called Death


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  BONES HAS TURNED his track suit into a tuxedo. How, I have no idea, but there it is just the same: shiny and white, with a crisp white fedora on top of his skeletal head instead of his trademark skullcap. The topper? A cheesy red carnation sticking out of his shiny white lapel.


  He looks like a pimp called Death, and if things weren’t currently going to hell in a handbasket, I would laugh out loud in his face. Preferably while shoving said face into a big, fat mirror so he could see how ridiculous he looks. (Not that he would. I mean, you leave the house in a track suit tuxedo thinking it’s stylish and you’ve obviously got a fashion blind spot; am I right?)


  In contrast, Ms. Haskins is wearing a sleek black number, not so shiny, much more sophisticated, stunningly at odds with her pale white skin, harsh red lipstick, and cold, dead eyes. Beneath her black fishnet stockings, her legs are marble white and it makes me wonder how long it took her from being confused in Home Ec to warming up to the idea of spending the Afterlife hot for teacher.


  Between them, Stamp trembles in a simple black tux, cheap and ill-fitting, like maybe they grabbed the last one in the store and shoved him, kicking and screaming, inside of it. His lips are pressed tightly together, silent and grim, but the look in his eyes squeals, Help me!


  He doesn’t look too bad, for now, but the Zerkers’ unspoken message is clear: try anything, and Stamp gets it.


  Dane steps in front of me, protectively, but I shove him aside until we stand shoulder-to-shoulder. (Hey, I’ve earned it!)


  Bones is smiling, so happy and self-satisfied is he with his well-orchestrated plan. He looks over our heads to the darkened bathroom door. “Am I to understand Chloe and Dahlia won’t be joining us this evening?”


  Ms. Haskins follows his glance and, with a sultry pout, asks, “And what about Hazel, Maddy?”


  I shake my head. “What do you care, Ms. Haskins?”


  “I don’t, actually.” She sighs, checking her nails as she raises her hand in front of her face. “This may come as a surprise to you, Maddy, but I never liked Hazel all that much. I know it sounds horrible for a teacher to confess something like that, but, well, the cat’s out of the bag.”


  “I don’t think they’ll fire you for it. I mean, becoming a Zerker, dating one of your students, crashing the Fall Formal with your new boy toy here, any of those might be a firing offense, but when we get through with you, losing your job will be the least of your worries.”


  She stares daggers. “Such big talk from such a little girl. And I’d always had such high hopes for you, Maddy. Oh well.”


  Bones laughs. “You’ve got it all wrong anyway, Maddy. We don’t want to kill you; we just want to …turn …you. Now that Dahlia and Hazel are gone, well, we’ve got a few openings on Team Zerker.”


  “Never gonna happen,” Dane says decisively.


  “Don’t be so sure, hero,” Bones says. “After tonight, you won’t be around to protect your little girlfriend here anymore.”


  I go to defend myself, but Dane beats me to it, saying, “Who says she needs protection? From the looks of it, she’s racking up a higher body count than you are.”


  “For now.” He looks bored. “Now, onto business. The way I see it, you have two choices: join us right now …or die where you’re standing.”


  “Before you decide,” Ms. Haskins says, “just think about the future. You stick with us and, by the end of the night, we’ll own this school. A teacher and a couple of her former students? This place will be crawling with Zerkers by morning. No more passing among the Normals, no more playing with your little Goth makeup. With a school full of Zerkers, there will be no Normals; we’ll all look alike.”


  Dane whistles. “That’s some plan. I can’t wait to hear what the Elders have to say about it.”


  “You act like you’re already an Elder, Dane.” Bones scoffs. “The Afterlife is for the Afterliving, my friend. If you can’t enjoy it now, quit taking up space and getting in the way so the rest of us can have our fun.”


  “That’s just it, Bones,” I say, walking slowly forward. Dane matches me, step for step. “Even the Afterlife is about more than just having fun. Otherwise, it’s just …anarchy.”


  Bones leers at Ms. Haskins. “Who says there’s anything wrong with that?”


  “What are you going to do a week from now, Bones,” I say, “when the whole school is full of Zerkers—every jock, every skank, every brain, every nerd—and they’re all as strong as you, all as smart as you? You’ve been top dog for some time now, Bones. You really want to fight to stay on top of the hill every week, every day, every minute?”


  Bones doesn’t like that. He inches forward and snarls. “I think you overestimate the qualities of the student body here at Barracuda Bay High, Maddy.”


  “Let’s just do this, all right?” Dane says between clenched teeth. “Enough of the playful banter; enough of the one-upmanship. Let’s end this thing.”


  “Oh, we’ll end it all right.” Bones laughs before turning to Ms. Haskins. “Dear, why don’t you invite our friends in to join the …party?”


  “Gladly.” She eyes me wickedly, destroying whatever image I’ve ever had of her as a teacher, as a mentor, as an adult, as a …friend. She opens the double doors they’ve just walked through, moonlight flooding in on a wave of pitch darkness. The motion is so dramatic, the setting so serene, the actress playing her part with such flair, I half expect a waft of B-movie fog to roll in across the floor and tickle our feet while she’s waiting.


  Then she whistles with two fingers between her lips (sex-ay) and, beyond the doors, the singularly recognizable noise of mass …shuffling …begins. It’s a most unsettling sound—it’s not only shoes against the parking lot gravel or clothes against dead skin, but the growling, the mewling, and shouting of Zerkers gone wild. I have no idea what to expect and, unlike zombies or the older Zerkers, these new ones are frickin’ slow.


  Step by step, they begin inching into view, but the emergency lights and Bones’ white fedora and the crisp moonlight and the late-night dark all camouflage most of what I’m seeing until it’s far, far too late.


  Dane looks at me with the closest I’ve ever seen to fear in his eyes and says, “Whatever happens, Maddy, just …stay close.”


  As the shuffling continues, I steal a glance at Stamp. He must know what’s coming through those doors because he’s violently yanking his arm away from Bones, trying to get free at any cost. Bones yanks him back, roughly, whispers something in his ear, and Stamp gently calms down.


  While I’m wondering what Bones just said, both boys look at me: Stamp with an apologetic smile, Bones with menacing glee.


  I close my eyes for a second and try to swallow. When I open them again, the doorway is filled with …teachers. Our teachers. (Or, what’s left of them anyway.) Seven or eight of them, pale as the moonlight above, dead as the fall leaves under their feet, slow as molasses but strong as oxen.


  Their eyes are wide and vacant, their mouths moving, some making sounds, some merely clattering jaws, shadowy eyes buried in dark circles hidden in doughy white faces, licking their lips. Our teachers are Zerkers. So Bones and Ms. Haskins were right about one thing: after tonight, there really is no going back.


  “Say hello to the new and improved staff of Barracuda Bay High School,” Ms. Haskins says grandly, as one by one the Gym teacher, the high school counselor, the assistant principal, and finally even Mrs. Witherspoon herself shuffle in, Zerker style.


  God, will this ever end?


  I think of Scurvy’s head at my feet, of Hazel’s jolting body at the end of my stake, and now of all these teachers and what will become of them. How is one supposed to dezombiefy her Gym teacher?


  Her assistant principal?


  Her favorite Art teacher?


  “And thanks to Stamp here,” says Bones, finally shoving the poor kid forward and onto the ground, Stamp’s bare hands making awkward squeaking sounds on the harsh gym floor as he slides forward on all fours, “we were able to invite the football team as well.”


  From behind the teachers a swarm of thick-necked, muscle-bound Zerker jocks stumble in. Even as they shuffle toward us in their huge, shiny dress shoes and size XXXL tuxedoes, I ignore them.


  “Stamp,” I shout, and he wastes no time scrambling toward me, looking puny and helpless as he crawls on all fours.


  “I’m sorry,” he says.


  Dane shoves him behind us protectively, making the motion look easy as we inch closer together to form a kind of zombie seal in front of what might be the last human in the room.


  Stamp looks remorseful. “They made me do it, Maddy. I had no choice.”


  “Did he bite you?” Dane asks impatiently as the crowd around the gym doors swells to one or two dozen angry, hungry, thick-necked Zerkers. He checks under Stamps’ collar, turning his face toward him roughly to inspect for teeth marks on his ruddy neck. “Did any of them bite you?”


  Stamp shakes his head, looking at me innocently. With all that’s gone on, after Scurvy and Hazel and now Ms. Haskins turning, I don’t trust him. God forgive me, but I don’t trust anybody.


  Anybody, that is, but Dane.


  “Did Hazel bite you, Stamp?” I ask bluntly, pushing up his sleeves, yanking up his pants cuffs, inspecting every inch of his body (okay, not every inch) for any signs of Zerker bite marks. My hands are rough, and his skin is soft. It doesn’t seem like he’s turning, but what the hell do I know? It didn’t seem like Scurvy was turning either, at least not until his teeth were two inches from my skull.


  “Honest, Maddy,” he says, his voice pleading and frantic, “she didn’t bite me, I swear. They said they were just using me—as bait. Hazel tricked me into coming with her on a double date with Bones and Dahlia. I was mad at you for dissing me at the party. I was …confused. I figured, ‘What the hell? I’ll make her jealous.’ The minute they picked me up, they had me call all the football players and made them meet me in the locker room. They told me if I didn’t, they’d …hurt …you.”


  I take his hand, and it’s trembling. I touch his cheek, and it’s wet with tears. I tell him, “It’s not your fault, Stamp.”


  “Maybe not,” Dane says, turning his attention to the grumbling linebackers, the eager running backs, the brain-hungry wide receivers, “but thanks to your boyfriend here we’re knee-deep in 300-pound jocks. As if Bones and Ms. Haskins and 10 of her favorite teachers weren’t enough.”


  “Didn’t you hear?” Stamp snaps back. “We’re not an item anymore.”


  “Seriously, you two,” I say. “We’ve got bigger fish to fry right now than my dating status.”


  They both give me, then each other, dirty looks; then back to me again for another trip to the dirty looks buffet. Meanwhile the horde is approaching across the gym floor, the space between us and certain death (again) dwindling.


  Spotting the threat, preparing for it, Dane hands Stamp a Taser. “Listen, let’s split up. Stamp, you take the jocks. Jab them in the neck with that, and they should go down hard and stay down. Maddy, you take the teachers. Use my copper stake.” He hands it to me. “They’re still so new they shouldn’t put up much of a fight. Me, I’ll grab Bones—”


  Before he can finish with his best laid plans, Bones barks some kind of a command and the Zerkers begin to advance in earnest. I inch to the left, toward the buffet table and the long line of slender, high tables that I imagine might be some good obstacles against the approaching teacher onslaught.


  Ms. Haskins follows, leading the teachers after me, her skirt slit high and her blouse buttoned low; Lolita of the Living Dead.


  “Nice look,” I say, jabbing Dane’s copper stake in her direction.


  “Nice try,” she says, avoiding it as the copper tip plunges into Coach Potter’s stomach. He sizzles, jolts, and goes down for the count. His body lies in a heap. She uses the opportunity to slap me across the face. “I never did like teacher’s pets.”


  I slap her back, hard, with every word: “Yes”—slap—”you”—slap—”did!”—slap!


  She is older, but I have been dead longer. She is bigger, but I am stronger, my muscles and bones stiffer, harder, more marblelike and, thus, heavier. It’s like my hand is no longer my hand, more like it’s some rubber glove filled with fast-drying cement. With every slap, I hear a little bone break, a chunk of cheek, an ear bone, maybe her jaw crumble beneath her smooth alabaster skin.


  She falls to the floor with a frustrated yelp, and I reach again with the copper stake but, out of nowhere, Mrs. Witherspoon knocks it away, taking off her big red glasses and holding them in her hands like a weapon. She jabs at me with the eye frames, her hands still plump and fleshy.


  I avoid them easily and roll away on the floor, grabbing the stake just in time as my zombie teachers gather around my flailing body like Boy Scouts at a campfire. I kick at each of their shins, and they’re still new enough to react to the pain.


  They grab at their legs, mouths forming black, round Os of discomfort. They howl as they tumble to the ground and, one by one, I short-circuit the Afterlife out of them with the copper tip of my handheld stake. It’s like Whac-A-Mole, only with human beings. (Whac-A-Teacher? Whac-A-Zerker?) One by one by one they fall, overlapping each other on the floor in their writhing, foaming electric agony.


  They pile up like lumber and as their life forces drain away, I have to keep reminding myself they’re only Zerkers now and that the teachers I knew, and loved, and sometimes hated, and occasionally even feared, were dead and gone the minute Ms. Haskins bit the Afterlife right into them—and the Normal life right out.


  Finally only Ms. Haskins remains, but while her comrades have fallen, she hasn’t rushed to their aid. Instead she’s inched away from me, far away, until she has her back to Bones and he has his back to her while he faces off with Dane.


  It wasn’t going well when it was one on one; it’s definitely not going well now that it’s two on one. Dane looks battered, scared, and I rush to help.


  Out of the corner of his eye, he sees me coming and shouts, “Stamp, Maddy! Go help Stamp!”


  I stop, torn between the two. Though battered, Dane is a zombie, has been a zombie, and can hold his own—even against an angry monster like Bones. But poor Stamp is a Normal—flesh and bones and blood and soft tissue—and currently surrounded by the entire Barracuda Bay defensive line and dying the death of a thousand hard jabs from his former teammates.


  A few of the big, bulky players are down on the ground, limp and lifeless, but the rest—about a dozen of them left now—are slowly picking Stamp apart. His tuxedo is in tatters, one shoulder ripped through to the stiff white, bloodstained shirt beneath it.


  I shiver, flinch. I keep forgetting he’s not a zombie, not immune to pain. That his heart still pumps blood, that his body can be hurt, torn, can spill blood; that he can …die. I leap on the two nearest linemen, stabbing them each in the back of the neck with the copper tip of my stake. One goes down right away, and I think this is going to be as easy as silencing the teachers was, but the other goes down with a fight, tossing my stake across the gym even as he falls, sizzling and dead, to the ground.


  Great, no spike, and my Taser is lying, useless and wet, back in the ladies’ room. While a few of the linemen pummel Stamp, I struggle to my feet, dazed but not hurt from the fall to the floor with the 300-pound lineman on top of me. Meanwhile, two more gigantic Zerker jocks corner me against one of the tall Fall Formal tables.


  One is thin and I snap his arm with a swift roundhouse kick to the shoulder. He flinches but keeps coming, so I repeat the process and break his other arm. Now he’s like a cat with no claws, a marionette with no puppet master. While I push the thin one over easily, the other jock moves in behind me, and before I can lash out, he scoops me up in his arms for the mother of all bear hugs.


  I squirm and stretch my arms out, his muscles tightly coiled. He is strong, physically stronger than me, but still he’s only flesh and blood, while I am now granite and wiry muscle and dead, solid bone. I bite at his flesh, spit it out, kick at his knees, all while his grip grows stronger. I struggle in vain, until I remember the ruffles full of grave dirt.


  I growl, kick, turn, squirm until I’m finally facing the gigantic beast. He looks surprised as I head butt his face, but even his broken nose doesn’t stop him from trying to grind my spine to dust in his huge, python arms. The cemetery dirt does, though. I inch closer, not squirming anymore but embracing him, reaching around his back and clasping my hands together in a kind of finger lock to pull him closer to me, scrambling up his chest to his face until his nose is buried deep in the ruffles, into the dirt-filled ruffles Chloe sewed into my dress and we both laughed about once upon a time.


  His scream fills the auditorium; the howling nearly shatters my eardrums. He tries to drop me, but I’m fused to him now, following him like a second skin wherever he turns, wherever he falls, wherever he runs, my granite fingers piercing his thick hide and sticking to him like a rodeo rider to his bucking bronco.


  The footballer leaps away, falls to the ground, rolls, and still I cling to him, his nose sizzling, his face seared black and crusty by the effects of grave dirt shoved straight under his broken nose. I stick close until I know he’s gone, and out, and down for the count, his face still smoking, his eyes open and coated with a thin, gray film.


  Shoving him away, I look for a weapon of some sort and spot Chloe’s clutch purse lying on top of a nearby table; I’d know it anywhere—it’s the only purse in the room with a rhinestone skull clasp. Reaching inside, I grab the lighter and a handful of cherry bombs.


  They feel pebbly and rough, and I’ve never been a big fan of the Fourth of July—or boys’ room pranks, for that matter—so I don’t exactly know what to expect from the little suckers. But I trust Dane, and he said they work (although he only read about them in The Guide), and it’s too late to stop believing him now.


  Standing slightly back, listening to Stamp’s screams, desperate to help, frightened that I will suck at this, I light the first cherry bomb and toss it into the crowd of growling, chewing, snarling Zerker jocks. The sulfur spews like a great green gas, following the first bomb as it circles end over sparkling end, the fizzing and sulfur spewing from my hand to the crowd.


  One by one I light, sizzle, toss, and throw; light, sizzle, toss, and throw.


  They land, spew, spout, sizzle-crack-boom-BOOM!


  Suddenly it’s a sulfur explosion, sparks spitting where one left off, explosions shattering the floor, the tables, the very air I don’t breathe anymore. Immediately, the Zerkers freak out, fighting each other, pounding fists to faces, kicking bent knees with shiny shoes, and punching bloody knuckles in order to get away from the thick sulfur smell filling our corner of the gym. Seeing his opportunity, Stamp scrambles away, favoring one awkwardly bent leg, his left arm limp and twisted, his face scratched, scarred, bruised, and bloody.


  He reaches me in a heap of trembles and tears, his boyhood back, his manhood gone, obviously grateful and embarrassed and hating me and loving me all at the same time.


  And here is Stamp, at my side, and there is Dane, screaming in frustration, trapped between two Zerkers, and I have only the slightest, barest, craziest notion of what might possibly come next.


  I ignore Stamp’s thanks, drown out his pleas, and reach for his Taser, yank it from his bloody, trembling hands, apologize profusely with my eyes, and zap every one of his former teammates until the spasms stop and they crumble to the floor, heads hitting the polished hardwood with thickening, crunching finality.


  They lay in a twisted, beefy pile, more like a heap, slashed tuxedos, bleeding eyes, skin seared from the sulfur, necks fried from the Tasers, Zerkers no more, their skin pale and already yellowing, their eyes black and dead, and even that is sad to me; more pawns in Bones’ crazy, twisted game of Zerkers versus zombies.


  In their short, violent Afterlives, the jocks have managed to succeed at one thing. By Tasering them all, I have wasted precious time, and steps, putting me farther away from Stamp, separating me from Dane. Now we are at three points of a distant and dangerous triangle: Dane battling Bones, Stamp in grave peril as Ms. Haskins gets him in her sights, and me standing awkward and triumphant above a pile of twisted corpses still sizzling and cold: Queen of Jock Mountain.


  Behind me, Stamp is whimpering, his ankle twisted, his arm sprained, his face bruised and flushed with pain and fear and shame.


  Across the room, Ms. Haskins is advancing on him. Her eyes are full of Zerker hate, her circuits fried by Bones’ bite, her only goal to serve him, to ruin us, to separate Stamp from his brains and me from the only guy at Barracuda Bay High who ever looked at me twice.


  I watch helplessly, too far away to reach them with my stiff limbs and with only one cherry bomb left, sitting squat in the middle of my trembling hand.


  Behind me, Bones is lifting Dane high, his strong, granite arms rising. They are both in tatters, their formalwear ripped to shreds, their skin exposed, their mouths open and angry.


  “What now, Maddy?” Bones cackles casually, as if lifting Dane above his head is no more trouble than flicking a fly across the dinner table. “Who do you save? Stamp from Ms. Haskins? Or Dane from me? Who do you let die? Which boy is worth risking your Afterlife for?”


  He is only too right. I watch helplessly while Bones brings Dane down onto his knee like some WWE wrestler even as Ms. Haskins yanks Stamp up by his collar and gnaws on his neck like a fat kid with an all-day sucker.


  I scream, Bones laughs, Stamp squirms, and as I stare at the ceiling, praying for help from above, I suddenly see a tangle of pipes and nozzles. Bones lifts Dane up again, cackling even louder this time, and I light my last cherry bomb behind my back, scramble to the top of the nearest tall table, and throw it as high as I can. It ignites on the way up, the scent acrid and coppery, already spewing thick black fumes as it spins and spins, one sparkling end over the other.


  Bones smells it first, his head snapping to one side to watch the cherry bomb ignite and climb, climb, climb into those pipes and nozzles. Meanwhile he holds Dane high over his head like some kind of zombie umbrella. Ms. Haskins ignores it, her head buried too deep in Stamp’s life force to bother with anything as paltry as the end of her own.


  And Stamp? Stamp is too far gone to know what’s happening when the sprinklers spring to life, showering the entire gymnasium floor with hundreds of gallons of water in a huge, gushing tidal wave. And me?


  I pray and curse and lean down from my table, ignite Stamp’s Taser with a crackling sizzle of bright blue voltage between its two metal vampire fangs, and plunge it so far into the gymnasium floor I can see the crack in the varnish even through the searing wave of pure electricity flowing out like a bright blue mushroom cloud across the rippling, sizzling waterfall.
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  Maddy’s Choice


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  TIME DOESN’T STOP, exactly; it just slows wwwaaaayyyyyyyyyy doooowwwnnnnnn. In my head I know the events are whipping by at lightning speed, but my eyes reveal them one at a time, almost in slow motion. The scene plays out not in real time but frame-by-frame-by-frame; death by slideshow.


  Frame 1: Bones screams.


  Frame 2: Bones looks up at Dane.


  Frame 3: Bones looks down at the floor.


  Frame 4: Bones drops Dane.


  Frame 5: Dane does one slow roll through the air.


  Frame 6: Then two.


  Frame 7: Ms. Haskins stops biting Stamp.


  Frame 8: Ms. Haskins screams.


  Frame 9: Stamp groans.


  Frame 10: Ms. Haskins drops Stamp.


  Frame 11: Stamp falls to his knees.


  Frame 12: Then his hands.


  Frame 13: Stamp slumps over.


  Frame 14: Ms. Haskins pivots.


  Meanwhile, in a million simultaneous frames all at once, the floor flickers to life as electricity sears across the football-field-sized varnished floor. It spreads like an oil fire, with a faint crack and swift sizzle. There is not an ounce of rubber in sight, only gallons and gallons of gushing, rushing water.


  As the electricity races, the frames speed up now, from slo-mo to fast-forward. Dane topples silently to the floor, his eyes wide as gravity sucks him down to earth. Nothing in his zombie powers is strong enough to stop the downward pull.


  I hold my breath and at the last minute, just as Dane passes Bones’ head on the way down to the floor, he reaches out and grabs the Zerker in a choke-hold. His arm in its torn tuxedo sleeve looks like a thin log against Bones’ white throat. From across the room, I hear the powerful Zerker’s Adam’s apple crunch and watch his face erupt into a map of surprise and rage—mostly rage.


  It’s too late. Buck as he might, struggle as he must, time is finally against Bones this time, and the slow-motion replay mode continues speeding up until it’s almost back to normal. Down they go, water sloshing, Dane toppling, death in the balance, his arm still clipped tight to the Zerker’s throat.


  I close my eyes, can’t stand the suspense, open them again, and suddenly Bones is on the floor, jerking like a fish on the deck to buck Dane off of him and reverse their positions. Dane is on top of him now, wiggling frantically to stay there like a vacationer on a life raft coursing through the gnarliest part of the raging rapids.


  I drop the Taser into the water; let it go completely. It fries, sizzles, and sends out one last blunt wave of flickering blue electricity before shorting out altogether.


  Dane rolls off of Bones roughly, splashing to his feet awkwardly and racing across the room as puddles turn into steam around his ankles with every stiff, jerky step. He tries to stop in time but can’t, the untested bottoms of his slick new tuxedo shoes sliding even when his legs stop moving as he topples into the table, into me, and spills both of us on the floor.


  “Maddy! You’re all right. Maddy!” I’ve never in my life seen anyone so happy just to see me; to see me alive. To touch me, to hold me in his arms as if the future really does depend on it. His eyes, usually so dark and brooding, are now electric and full of life. His smile lights up his pale white face, his mouth wide and inviting.


  And I’m so safe in his arms, so far and removed from the teachers and the footballers and Bones, and when he kisses me, gently, so gently, I laugh and smile and cry without tears and kiss him back (not quite so gently), and he’s laughing and saying, “I guess this makes you Zombie Number 1 from now on, huh?”


  And still I’m kissing him and laughing and crying without tears. He helps me up from the cold, wet, dead floor, holds my hand as we walk toward Ms. Haskins’ once sexy, now lifeless body. Her eyes are open and, instead of closing them, I tear a cloth off of the nearest table like the world’s worst magician and, as punch glasses and paper plates and centerpieces topple to the floor, I toss it gracelessly on top of her.


  I know it wasn’t really her doing all that evil stuff moments ago, but sometimes evil is enough to wipe away our fondest memories. Gone are the warm, fuzzy images of her in Home Ec, offering to write me a letter of recommendation and nurturing me toward the art world. Now all I see is a dead Zerker, her mouth drenched in Stamp’s blood, her cold white feet sticking out from the other end of the blanket; one shoe on, the other off.


  Gone now, lost forever. Like the rest of them, like all of them. Everyone in this room, all the bodies scattered on the floor, teachers I loved, feared, laughed with, laughed at, respected, ignored—all gone, all dead, silenced forever.


  The athletes, so promising, so young—all gone, all quiet, all corpses destined to join Scurvy in the graveyard—may they all rest in peace. And Dad, my dad: he will touch every one of them in the morgue, with care and tenderness, weeping, probably, to see life snuffed out so young, so violently, so unnecessarily.


  If only he knew it was his own daughter who had snuffed most of them out for good.


  Next to Ms. Haskins, Stamp lies dead and cold, his eyes closed, his expression peaceful, his poor battered face (that face!) a picture of pain and grief. He is like a giant rag doll, arms and legs akimbo, face slack and empty, a lifeless bag of bones and guts. Already his skin is pale and waxy, the gash in his throat where Ms. Haskins bit him bright red and garish in contrast.


  My poor Stamp, gone and cold.


  I kneel next to him, crying dryly, throat raw from too many sobs and no tears.


  Dane’s hand is on my shoulder, his breath cold in my ear as he says, “You have to bite him, Maddy. You have to …turn …him. Before it’s too late.”


  “W-w-why?” I stammer. “He’s gone; let him be. Why can’t we just leave him in peace?”


  “He’s not in peace, Maddy,” Dane says. “Not really. Think about it: Ms. Haskins bit him right before you electrocuted her. Before you fried them all. He hadn’t technically turned yet. Right now, electricity or not, he’s theoretically in the Awakening stage. It’s like, how do I explain it? It’s like he’s in death’s cocoon, wrapped up deep and tight, where nothing—and no one—can reach him. Not even 10,000 volts; not even a million volts. You know how you get a surge protector to keep your computer from frying when the power goes out? The computer doesn’t take the jolt; the surge protector does. Right now Stamp’s body is like a giant surge protector.”


  “What’s it protecting?” I choke out the words.


  “His brain. I could tase him for 10 minutes straight and nothing would happen; nothing would change. He’ll still wake up a Zerker, Maddy. That’s his fate. Unless …”


  “Unless”—I finish for him—”unless I …bite …him.”


  Dane’s face is cautious and kind. He is leaning against me, his tuxedo still wet, his skin so dreadfully cold, his face so pale, his eyes so dark and …kind? He is definitely not who I thought he was. Then again, I’m not who he thought I was.


  Together …what could we be?


  If we were to leave here, to turn right now, to ignore the bodies, the corpses, the friends, and the BFFs we left behind? At the moment, it’s so tempting to just hold him, to close my eyes, to hide from it all, to bury my head against his cold, lifeless chest and let him whisk me away to where there is no warmth, no family, no familiar faces or places—only a blank slate and our eternal future.


  A future together.


  On the floor, Stamp lies lifeless because of me. Bones turned Hazel because of me; Hazel seduced Stamp because of me. Because Bones wanted to use them both, because he knew if he did I would weaken, crumble, falter, and fail. He didn’t care about the threads that wound out from his plot, touching our lives and ruining them completely.


  Dane clears his throat. I look from Stamp to Dane, and he blinks, his lashes long and tender—I never noticed before. Then he explains, almost reverently, “One way or another, Maddy, he’s being reanimated as we speak. Deep inside, the Zerker rage is coiling through his body, rewiring his circuits, frying the guy you knew. The guy you …loved. Still love, might love, whatever.”


  He stops, touches my chin, drops his hand, continues, “You can either turn him to our side and make sure he’s safe or let him wake up a Zerker in his grave, angry and mean and hungry—and alone. Do you want Stamp to wake up alone? With no memory of you or Hazel or me or Bones or any of …this? Someday, we might even have to do to Stamp what you did to Bones and Ms. Haskins.”


  I think of Dane’s kiss, so gentle yet hard; his hands, cold like mine. I think of eternity with him, his deep black eyes, his dark ways, his strong presence. I look at him, now, and can see he’s thinking of it, too.


  And yet, he’s making it so Stamp and I can be together at last.


  Together forever. Why?


  He could have let me leave Stamp lying here. Knowing he’d wake up a Zerker, knowing he wouldn’t be the Stamp I knew or loved or cared about or wanted. And, worst of all, knowing that I wouldn’t know any of this. He could have kept his mouth shut, kissed me, whisked me away, and I would have never known. And yet now he’s giving me a choice, even if it means bringing my first crush back to life.


  I tremble. “Dane …”


  He picks up my copper stake and hands it to me. “Of course, there’s another option.”


  I take the stake. “What?”


  “If you stake him now, while he’s out, if you plunge this into his body and leave it there, stuck inside, when he finally reanimates, it will kill him.”


  “But I thought you said …”


  “You can’t shock him to death, Maddy; not with a Taser or a dozen Tasers or a thousand Tasers, but according to The Guide, the copper will scramble his system, rewire his life force. It’ll be like a circuit breaker he won’t be able to turn on, won’t even be able to reach. He’ll just …never wake up.”


  “Wow, Dane,” I say, oozing sarcasm in place of tears, “that is just great! Oh, joy. What fun. Why didn’t you tell me earlier? So, I can either turn Stamp into a zombie and watch him rot for the next thousand years or kill him now. Is that what you’re saying?”


  “I didn’t say it would be an easy choice, Maddy.” His voice is quiet, eyes deep and dark and sad and tender. “I just said you had a choice.”


  He gives me a long look and says, “I’m going to check on Bones, Maddy. We’ve all seen those movies where you turn your back on the dead guy and then turn around and he’s not there anymore. I don’t want him coming back in the sequel, you know what I mean? I just want to make sure he’s out for good; that’s all. Whatever decision you make with Stamp, just know that …know that I care for you. That I’ll always care for you, whether we’re a couple …or you and Stamp are.”


  He turns without saying another word. I go to speak his name, but that’s not enough. I stand and follow and grab him, turn him around and kiss his cheek, his eyes, his nose, finally his lips. It’s like I’m starving and can’t get enough Dane, like I’ll never kiss again. He accepts it passively, neither giving nor receiving, and when I’ve had my fill, I hold his face in my hands, look into his deep, dead eyes, and whisper, “Thank you.”


  Then I watch him go, his shoes squeaky on the damp gym floor, his legs stiff from the effort, from the cruelty, from the exhaustion. His shoulders are broad but slumped; it’s like he’s aged a century overnight. I watch him until he kneels gingerly next to Bones, until I hear something breaking and then tearing and see parts of Bones—pieces, really—start to pile up next to what’s left of the Zerker’s bent, broken body. I shudder, tired of the violence and the fear, of hearing it and seeing it up front and center, and turn to Stamp.


  He looks pale already, long and lean as he lies stretched out on the floor, deadweight from head to toe. I try to picture him as one of …us. He has the hair for it; I’ll give him that much. Dark and thick and strong at the roots and, hell, I sure wouldn’t mind staring at that Superman curl for the rest of eternity.


  But is that what I really want for him?


  Is that what I really want …for me?


  I listen to the breaking, to the tearing, as Dane turns Bones into, well …bones, once and for all. And I look at Stamp, and think of his family, and how they’ll miss him, how they’ll miss him either way. And how, selfishly, I’ll miss him.


  With the stake in my hand, Stamp’s hand in the other, I choke back the last of the night’s tearless tears and kneel to finish what I started.


  Epilogue



  Maddy in the Middle


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  DANE IS WAITING in the truck after Stamp and I finish our zombie picnic. As we stumble out of the cemetery together, Stamp kind of leans in and asks, like maybe he knows he should know but still doesn’t know, “Who is that?”


  And I want to tell him, “That’s the guy I thought I’d be with forever,” but I don’t (for obvious reasons). Instead I kind of whisper, because we’re getting close to the truck now and Dane’s feelings are going to be hurt enough, “That’s Dane, Stamp; he saved our Afterlives.”


  And he nods, like a little kid who doesn’t want to admit he had to ask. “Oh yeah, I knew that.”


  And the smile on my lips fades. I thought I would be so happy reuniting with Stamp; and I am, sure. Of course. He’s alive, he’s still sweet, he’s here and safe, and, yes, dammit, I know I made the right choice. But seeing Dane there in the driver’s seat, his pale fingers tight on the wheel, after waiting patiently for me to go dig up my boyfriend and drag him away with us, makes me feel guilty for all kinds of things.


  “Hi, Dane,” Stamp says, winking in my direction as I slide in next to Dane and then gently haul Stamp up next to me. (Can you say, awkward sandwich?)


  Dane smiles sadly and says, “Hey, buddy,” gently, like you would if you were picking up someone from the hospital or the nursing home. And his voice is so bleak.


  I mean, I know he’s trying to be brave, but it’s like every word hurts, and I can see in his eyes that all he wants to do is dump us both out, hit the gas, and speed away. And I wouldn’t blame him one bit. I’d chase his ass down wherever he went, sure enough, but I wouldn’t blame him one bit for trying to ditch me and Stamp.


  As I slide over, Dane leans in and whispers to me, “I wonder how long it will be before he remembers he hates my guts.”


  I want to say, “He doesn’t hate your guts yet, Dane. But he would if he knew we kissed.”


  Instead, I snort and grab the morning paper from the dashboard, trying to act all casual-like as I read the banner headline to myself: Tragic Accident at Fall Formal Claims 31 Lives: Students and faculty mourn their own as Barracuda Bay High School struggles to pick up the pieces …


  Up the hill past the cemetery, Dane drives slowly by Hazel’s house. Inside, every light is burning and a somber black wreath marks her parents’ door. There are windows in nearly every room facing the street, but her parents aren’t in any of them. I imagine them in their bed, still dressed up, sobbing quietly into each other’s arms. Or maybe just their pillows.


  And I imagine they’ll be the kind of parents who will keep Hazel’s all-pink room as an all-pink shrine, until one day they’re forced to sell the house and leave her memories far, far behind, and even then they’ll cart her stuff away and put it up in her next house, exactly as it was in this house: Hazel the Museum Exhibit. (Just the way she would have wanted it.)


  Gradually I tense, knowing my house is only a few numbers away. Dane seems to sense it, too, and rests his shoulder on mine. For once, the ice cube cold of his skin is exactly what I need. I lean in with all I’m worth, silently, making sure Stamp can’t see, letting Dane know I’m here and I’m his …sort of.


  When we get to my house, to Dad’s house now, Dane slows to a crawl.


  There’s no wreath on our door, but on the other side of the bay window Dad’s sitting alone at the breakfast nook staring at the empty chair across from him, a coffee cup on the table. His eyes are dry but vacant; suddenly the man who works with death for a living knows what it’s like to feel it for himself.


  I swallow and would gladly trade the rest of my days for a single tear. Half of me wants to race from Dane’s truck, to sprint through the door, only for a second, a millisecond, to hug him, to straighten his collar, to warm up his cold coffee, to say, “Dad, I’m fine. I can’t stay; I’ll tell you why later, soon, but I’m fine. Don’t be sad; don’t miss me …”


  But I can’t. He would never understand, not the zombie stuff, not the Zerkers, not the Elders or the Sentinels or Stamp or Dane or …any of it, for that matter. He is a man of science, of brain cells and muscle fibers and time of death. His is not a world of fantasy or make-believe or fairy tales or graveyard rubbings.


  No matter what I said, no matter that he should simply trust me and not question his own daughter, no matter the pleading in my eyes, it wouldn’t be enough to wrap his logic and rationale around. He would grab me instead, hold me, sit me down, force me to explain. He would question and pursue and expose me and Dane and Stamp and the Elders and the Sentinels for what we were: reanimated, the undead, immortals, the Living Dead—take your pick.


  And they wouldn’t allow that. He would cause more harm than good, even though his heart—his brain—would be in the right place. And in the end, some Sentinel, on the order of some Elder, would …silence …him. So, much the same way I had a choice with Stamp, I have a choice with Dad: save his life but make him sad, or tell the truth and send him to the gallows.


  Just like with Stamp, the choice now is easy.


  Okay, maybe not easy, but …simple.


  He’s still wearing his black suit from the funeral they never held for me, the funeral they never held because they couldn’t find my body in the water and the rubble and the dozens of other corpses of my former teachers, classmates, rivals, and friends back in the gym.


  Stamp’s memorial service was easier. After I bit him, Dane assured me he’d stay dormant through the weekend of the funeral. As usual, he was right. Long after the mourners went home and the overworked cemetery staff left rows of white chairs waiting in the dark, I was there to greet him, brains, Sporks, and all.


  And now we are ghosts, all three of us; truly dead and buried. And in our wake are those who cared for us the most and could never know the real truth. Dane’s family, who never knew he was reanimated in the first place. Dad, assuming I was lost somewhere—somehow—in the electrical surge, death, and panic that marred this year’s Fall Formal. And Stamp’s parents, who buried their son and think he’s still down there, six feet under, safe in his affordable coffin and only a few blocks away in Sable Palms Cemetery whenever they care to visit.


  As Dane rolls gently by our front window, Stamp says quietly, “I never got to meet your dad.”


  I look at him, see the life behind his eyes, and say, “You would have liked him, Stamp.”


  “Yeah, but would he have liked me?”


  “Oh yeah,” I say.


  Stamp nods halfheartedly, like maybe he doesn’t believe me.


  From the driver’s seat, Dane whispers, “I never met your dad either.”


  And while Stamp is kind of still looking toward Dad’s window, I sneak a peek at Dane and smile the kind of smile we used to share, in his trailer, out by the Dumpster during sixth period, when he was teaching me how to use a copper stake. And I mouth, and I mean it, “He would have liked you, too.”


  I don’t think Dane believes me either. And, of course, he’s right. Stamp was the kind of guy you brought home to Dad; not Dane. Stamp, the football star, the cocky kid, the kind of guy who’d stand around the kitchen and shoot the bull about sports scores and Dad’s softball technique and the best charcoal to use for your Fourth of July cookout.


  Dane was the guy you snuck in through the second-story window, or snuck out to see in the middle of the night, Dad’s house rules be damned. The dark one, the rebel, the kind of guy who would gladly talk to your dad but have nothing to say. The guy your dad wouldn’t understand; the guy your dad would gripe about before asking, “Why can’t you date a nice guy, like Stamp?”


  And how could you ever tell your dad the heart knows what it wants, and it wants …Dane?


  Then Stamp says, as if all of this hasn’t been going on, or maybe because it has, “Dane, take me by my house.” It’s not a question. In fact, it’s kind of firm; and suddenly, I think Stamp is all back and knows exactly who Dane is.


  Dane clears his throat, speeds away from my house like he’s lighting out for the highway already, and says, “Stamp, listen, I don’t think that’s such a good—”


  “Please, Dane,” Stamp whispers, almost pleading now. “I just want to see them one more time. I know we’re in a hurry; I know nobody can see me; I just have to see them.”


  Stamp doesn’t have to give Dane directions. Palmetto Court is within spitting distance of Mangrove Manor, Dane’s old trailer park. When we’re deep enough inside the ratty, overgrown subdivision, Stamp says quietly, as if he’s apologizing, “It’s number 1791.”


  We keep driving until we find it. It’s a sad little house, sadder now than ever. Stamp leans forward, nose pressed against the window, but Dane gently pushes him back against his wide bucket seat.


  “We can’t let them see you, Stamp,” Dane reminds him, and now it’s his turn to be the firm one giving orders.


  For his part, Stamp silently nods and looks out the passenger window as best he can. The lights are on, even though it’s late. His mom is washing dishes in the kitchen, the lines on her tired face visible even from the street outside. His dad is dusting the large pictures on the den wall facing the street; the pictures are all of Stamp. Stamp in Little League, Stamp in his football uniform, Stamp playing hockey in Wisconsin, Stamp on a ski slope, Stamp with family, Stamp solo.


  “He loves that room,” Stamp says reverently, as if to himself.


  We idle in the street for as long as we dare, lights off, going less than a mile per hour, hugging the curb, until instinctively Stamp’s mom looks up from her dishes and sees the truck slowly, suspiciously, cruising by.


  “Go,” shouts Stamp, leaning behind me.


  Rubber peels as the truck speeds away. The last thing I see in the rearview mirror is Mrs. Crosby dashing out of the house and standing in the middle of the road, limp hair illuminated by a single streetlamp; she’s still drying a dish, staring at Dane’s taillights with a forlorn expression.


  “This sucks,” says Stamp, banging his head a few times against the passenger side window. “Sure does,” I say.


  Dane sighs. “I wish I could say it gets any easier, guys.”


  Stamp and I look at him, then at each other. Stamp reaches across my lap and grabs my hand. Dane looks out the windshield so intently it’s hard to tell if he sees or not. Then he seems to kind of shrink away from my side, kind of melding into the driver’s side window, and I know he does.


  And still I return Stamp’s grip, because that’s what girlfriends do. And I settle, in my mind, for being Stamp’s girl, because that’s what girlfriends do. But even as I clench his hand tightly, I do so with an eye for Dane. Stamp is my boy because I’m the reason he’s dead, and you don’t turn your back on the guy you did that to.


  He is my boy because we had something, once upon a time, when we were alive, still breathing. Sure, it was just one night, just one party, a party I never made it to. And then it was over, and Hazel moved in on him, and Stamp was weak—and I was cruel—and it was over, but not over, because then danger moved in and set its sights on Stamp, all because of me.


  And you don’t get someone killed and then ditch him for the guy who kissed you so hard you’re still licking your lips, wondering if it was real and wishing you could relive it over and over and over again. And it was real; of course it was. And I remember it, so fondly, so powerfully. And it seems so strange that Dane was the first one to kiss me, even though I started out hoping, aching for that same favor from Stamp.


  And he would have, I think, if I hadn’t been stupid and gone out in the rain and gotten myself killed and reanimated and, after that, things hadn’t gotten kind of hectic and, well, kissing hadn’t taken a backseat to, you know, being dead and all. And the deader I got, the better Dane treated me. And the better Dane treated me, the closer we got.


  Until we just kind of eased into each other, all the way. And for a moment we were a couple, then not a couple, and then suddenly we were on the run from any Zerkers that might still be out there, from the Sentinels, from the Elders, and it was Bonnie and Clyde all the way until …until …it was time for Stamp to rise from his grave and join the party.


  And then two became three, and suddenly it was Maddy in the middle. And God help me, but even as Stamp holds one hand and stares out the window, I reach across to Dane and grab his arm; and the catch in his throat, the sudden shock and surprise is so strong and loud I’m sure Stamp hears it. But he doesn’t; he merely stares at the scenery, blissful in the confidence that I am his girl and he is my boy.


  And what the hell is going to happen next?


  The minutes crawl awkwardly by; the miles slip slowly beneath Dane’s tires. Out Palmetto Court, onto Marlin Way, we’re nearly out of town when a government-looking van doing at least 80 miles per hour barrels past us in the opposite direction, straight into Barracuda Bay.


  Dane looks intently in his rearview mirror, is still looking when two more vans just like it fly past.


  He steps on the gas as we speed out of town.


  “What was that all about?” I ask, letting my hand slip from his forearm as he wrestles with the steering wheel through the increased speed.


  Clenching his teeth, Dane says, “Sentinels.”


  “Already?” I ask.


  He nods, taps the newspaper I threw back on the dashboard, and says, “They have whole teams of Sentinels whose only job is to look for headlines just like this. For sure they’re suspicious, and I’m sorry to say it, Maddy, but when they talk to your dad, find out they never found your body, and put two and two together, well, they’ll come looking for us.”


  “For how long?” I ask, staring out into the night.


  “As long as it takes.”


  Stamp’s hand clenches tighter on my own. Is it wrong that, right then, at that very moment, Dane’s would have made me feel a whole lot better?


  Dane slowly applies more pressure to the gas pedal, sending us rocketing through the night and as far away from the Sentinels as possible.


  “What will happen if they catch us?” Stamp asks a few minutes later, his eyes blank, his face forward, his hand limp in my own.


  Dane lets out a sigh so long, so sour, I’m not even sure he’s fully conscious he does it. Finally, as if to himself, he says, “I don’t know, Stamp. I’ve never been on the wrong end of the Sentinels before. Chloe and I, well, we’ve always obeyed the zombie laws, always checked in whenever we moved, were always careful to toe the line, until …”


  He lets his voice trail off, but I know what he was going to say: until Maddy showed up and ruined everything. I think of how many people have been altered, reborn, or lost in my wake: Hazel, the football team, Scurvy, all those teachers, Ms. Harrington, Mrs. Witherspoon …Chloe.


  Now I could add Stamp and Dane to that list as well. The two people I cared about most in this world, aside from Dad, of course, and I’d hurt them both. First Stamp by getting him dragged into all this, then Dane by putting him on the wrong side of the Sentinels.


  “I’m sorry,” I murmur, barely able to hear myself.


  Dane hears it and snaps, “Nothing to be sorry for, Maddy.”


  “Yeah, but …” I begin.


  “Yeah, but nothing.” He cuts me off. “You weren’t the one who made the Zerkers go, well, berserk. It started with those girls in Home Ec and, the way they’d started stalking you, Maddy, you could have been next. And even if you weren’t, it would have been somebody else. Maybe not this week, maybe next month, but soon enough they would have done whatever they wanted, and I’d still be in this truck, barreling down the highway, trying to get clear of their mess.”


  After a long, awkward pause that finds us five more miles down the empty highway, Stamp says, “Besides, whatever happened, we’re in it now; in it together. All three of us, right?”


  He looks to Dane until Dane solemnly nods. Stamp looks to me, smiles benignly, his teeth already yellowing, his skin three shades paler, those dark circles charming under his chocolate eyes; I smile back, uncertain.


  The tension in the cab of Dane’s truck is palpable, all of us avoiding each other’s eyes while secretly yearning for a look of approval from the person we want the most. I’m not very good at this; I’ve never been very good at this. It’s always been hard enough for me to have one boyfriend, let alone two. And I don’t know how long I can keep lying to one while pining for the other.


  The partnership, on the surface, seems to comfort him. He clears his throat, energized, sits up a little, and says, “So, where will we go?”


  Dane juts his chin toward the glove box and says, “There’s a map of Florida in there. You know, in case of emergencies. For now I’m just heading south, away from the Sentinels, but we’ll have to find someplace big and loud where we can disappear.”


  I peel out the road map, unfold it, and don’t need a dome light to see the long, slender outline of Florida bathed in my banana yellow zombie vision. I start reeling off names: “Miami could be good; lots of people there.”


  Dane frowns. “Yeah, but everybody’s so perfect there—and tan. I’m looking for someplace where we won’t stick out.”


  I’m still moving my finger south along the map when Stamp says, “My dad almost got a job in the Keys before we decided to move to Barracuda Bay; that’s as far south as we can go. He said he didn’t take it, though, because when he went to visit, the place was full of freaks.” He smiles at us both and says, “It could be just the place.”


  Dane nods, but I look at the place on the map and say, “Yeah, but it’s the very southern tip of Florida. I mean, if the Sentinels come from north Florida down, they could trap us; we’d have nowhere to go.”


  Dane and Stamp nod.


  “Good point, Maddy,” Dane says.


  Stamp says, “I didn’t think of it that way.”


  My finger creeps back up the state while Dane says, “So maybe something more central, away from the coasts, away from the southern tip, something like—”


  “Orlando?” I say, my finger landing there just as the inspiration strikes. “I mean, it’s central to the state, right smack in the middle, there’s an airport, tons of hotels, tourism’s big, could be easy to blend in.”


  Dane looks unconvinced until Stamp says, “Yeah, my folks took me to Universal Studios a few years ago. They have a whole part of the theme park designated for monsters and makeup effects from the movies. You know, the Mummy, Terminator, Beetlejuice, the Wolfman. We could get jobs there, be a part of the show, not even need to ‘pass’ because we’d already look the part.”


  Dane cracks a smile. “Monsters playing monsters. I like the sound of that. Maddy, we just passed mile marker 23 on Interstate 75. How far are we from there?”


  I look at the map, moving my finger backward until we’re just shy of Tampa. “It’s 70, 80 miles tops. Start looking for signs for Interstate 4 going east, and according to the map it should take us right in.”


  Dane puts on his blinker, although there’s not another car in sight this late at night, gets in the right lane, and turns onto I-4 a few miles later. The road signs for Orlando pop up almost immediately, the billboards a mile or so after that. Disney, Universal, SeaWorld, and about a million hotels. I think of a sea of tourists, Hawaiian shirts and sunburns, flip-flops and black socks, camera straps and floppy sun hats, and I smile.


  It sounds like the kind of place you could easily get lost in, like the kind of place no one would ask too many questions. The kind of place where a handful of zombies could start over, make a life, and hide out from the Sentinels.


  At least, for awhile.


  I look at Stamp, who’s smiling, and Dane, who’s also smiling.


  At least, for awhile.


  Then the reality of our situation seems to creep in, and the smile fades; the fear returns.


  In between glances at his rearview mirror, Dane looks at me, trying to put on a brave face. But I know the look in his eyes, I can see the fear lurking there, and eventually he quits smiling altogether.


  For now, at least, the romantic danger in the truck gives way to the immediate danger of armed Sentinels in pursuit. Instinctively I kind of pull away from Dane and slide my hand out of Stamp’s grip (he’s so preoccupied he barely notices). The anxiety is there, buried deep, but it’s a bridge I can’t cross right now—no matter who I end up running to on the other side.


  As the bright lights of Orlando dawn on the horizon, as the sunny billboards promise “hours of fun” and “days of escape,” I see our young, grim faces in a harsher light reflecting back from the windshield. We may be heading in a new direction, but the past is on our heels. And from the look on Dane’s face, it’s only a matter of time before it catches up with us.
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  The monster creeps toward me, bony white arms extended, long cracked nails painted black to match his soulless eyes.


  I strain against the ancient leather straps that bind my throat, my wrists, my ankles. I clutch a short piece of wire I’ve stripped from the rusty bed-springs poking into my back.


  The monster groans as it shuffles in giant shoes and short pants, its hideous white ankles draped in drooping black dress socks: the Living Dead Businessman from Hell.


  He peers not into my eyes but at my throat: raw, exposed, and long-since dead.


  I squirm, fiddling with the stiff wire until it slides into the rusty padlock at my side and, with a quiet click, announces my freedom.


  With my hands loose, I quickly unlock the bonds at my throat and ankles. I slide off the creaking mattress just as Frankenstein Jr. reaches me. He growls, louder now, swinging his long arms, licking his headstone-yellow teeth.


  I laugh as I inch toward the front door. Its frosted window says Laboratory backward in peeling big block letters.


  I easily pick the old-fashioned brass lock and swing the door open just in time to feel hands around my neck. I stumble back, escaping the weak grasp. Now what?


  In the room are two shuffling creatures. One is tall and looming. The other is my height but hulky. Both are hell-bent on my ultimate destruction.


  Frantically I search the shelves and tables lining the back wall of the ancient lab. All I find are rows and rows of dusty, odd-shaped beakers and flasks locked away. I need some type of weapon.


  Meanwhile two pairs of giant feet straggle in my direction. I peer back to see the pursuers’ mouths agape. Their teeth are broken. Their hands are outstretched.


  I hold up my quivering piece of rusty wire. It’s pitiful in the light of day. It’s harmless, except to this 100-year-old padlock in front of me. The lock clatters down, and I reach for the nearest beaker, dropping it. I pivot on one bare foot and watch it shatter to the floor. The liquid hisses and spits smoke. I’m engulfed in a whirl of thick fog and …


  END SCENE.


  The lights go up, the small midday crowd roars its approval, and on either side of me Stamp and Dane doff their ghoulish Frankenstein Jr. masks. The guys bow dramatically and wink at the family of chubby English tourists sitting in the front row.


  The ushers hand out our cheesy black-and-white head shots, and we autograph a few. The three of us in costume mug for the cameras.


  The last of the crowd file out of the small, musty auditorium and into the bright Florida sunlight.


  I shove Stamp playfully as he tugs off his latex monster gloves. “Maybe you can break both my feet next show. I could use a week or two off.”


  He smiles, shouldering me as we head toward the tiny dressing room just off the wooden stage to the left. “Maybe you should mind your marks”—he gives me that toothy grin—”and your toes will stay out of trouble.”


  “You were both off your marks,” Dane growls as he slumps into the scarred wooden chair in front of his vanity mirror. With a tissue he swipes the grease paint from around his eyes. He carefully folds the blackened sheet and sets it on the trash overflowing from the can at his feet.


  “Sorry, De Niro.” Stamp leaves on his heavy black eye shadow for effect ‘cause that’s how he rolls these days. “It’s kind of hard to see with a 10-pound mask on your head, but I guess it’s easier for you since you have no hair to weigh you down.”


  Dane sneers, but Stamp is already up and putting on a gray hoodie to hide most of his pale face. He steps into the suede slippers he’ll wear until he has to get back into his giant Frankenstein shoes for our next show in less than an hour.


  He zips up the hoodie, and I marvel at how he’s taken to the Afterlife so quickly. Not that I’m much older among the undead, but still. It’s been four months since the Fall Formal that killed him, and he hardly looks a day older. But then, I suppose that’s the point of being undead; you never actually get any older.


  Sure, his skin’s a little grayer, his eyes a little darker, his teeth vaguely yellow—but apart from that, he could be the hot guy with a (really) bad cold at any high school in the country. His little trademark Superman curl is gone, but he’s still got all his hair. He mousses it messy, finger combing it over his broad, unlined forehead. “To look younger,” as he puts it.


  In the mirror I see him fiddling with the hoodie’s zipper, his long, pale fingers fluttering while he sneaks a peek at my back. I resist a wink, partly because Dane is there but partly because, let’s face it, I’ve never been very good at winking.


  Stamp looks toward the employee exit.


  “Is Greta on break already?” Dane’s chair is facing mine. Clearly he’s been watching me watch Stamp. “I thought the puppet show didn’t get off until one.”


  “Greta’s training the new girl this week,” Stamp says abruptly, probably eager to get to his new squeeze or just away from us, “so her schedule’s a little more flexible.” He walks toward the door.


  Dane nods and says for the thousandth time, “Be careful. Just because we didn’t check in with the Elders and just because the Sentinels haven’t found us yet doesn’t mean we don’t have to follow the laws.”


  “Thanks, Dad.” Stamp walks out the backstage door.


  The early afternoon sunlight streams in and reflects in 100 different directions off our vanity mirrors.


  The door swings shut, and I turn to Dane with a wicked smile. “How long do you give this one?” I dab at the last of the stage makeup with my towelette, not that it makes much difference but it does make me feel all Inside the Actors Studio.


  “One week longer than the last.” Dane cracks his neck. He’s removed his bulky Frankenstein jacket, the dusty gray one with shoulder pads, as well as the tear-away monster pants. He’s handsome in his tight white T-shirt and those gray sweatpants that hug his tiny waist, the ones that look like they were cut with kid scissors to make jagged pirate edges. “You know he’s playing with fire, right?” he says in that paternal tone he uses whenever Stamp, or pretty much any zombie law topic, comes up. Or our apartment. Or what seasoning to put on our brains. Or what color lipstick I should wear.


  “Yeah, Dane, I do, but … I’m not his mother, okay?”


  “He listens to you.” Dane rubs the top of his stubbly head.


  “Yeah, not so much anymore.” I slip into my worn flats. “Not since we broke up on Valentine’s Day,” I add unnecessarily.


  He sighs but can’t hide that crooked smile. “What did you think was going to happen?” He puts on his hoodie and brings up one knee to tie his battered black sneakers. “The guy was a jock through and through. Just because he’s a dead jock doesn’t mean he forgot his jock ways. They’re trapped deep in his DNA, where the Z-disease can’t quite penetrate.”


  I shrug and admire Dane’s black eyes and hollow cheeks. How familiar his face is to me, how distant we’ve become since Stamp and I broke up a few weeks ago. I’d expected Dane to rush into my arms, declare his love, breathe a sigh of relief that we could finally be together, and … and … so far, nothing.


  Of course, he could be punishing me for making it official with Stamp in the first place, but what did he want me to do? I’d gotten the guy killed after all. Should I have spurned his affections, dropped him like a hot—er, cold—potato the minute Barracuda Bay was in our rearview mirror and we landed in our skuzzy apartment in Orlando? I had to date Stamp. He knew that, and you know what? I wanted to date Stamp. Most of the time. Kinda. Sorta.


  To this day, despite my schizoid feelings before, during, and after, I don’t regret a second with Stamp. He was fun, spontaneous—the exact opposite of Dane. But he was also a kid, a goof, and so much of what made him likeable also made me jealous and bitter.


  While Dane and I used our sleepless nights to paint the apartment, troll around town for used furniture or wall art, or exercise to stay limber, Stamp prowled the Orlando club scene, partying all hours and latching onto a new group of friends who didn’t mind his cold skin, his stiff limbs, or the dark circles under his eyes.


  I warned Stamp he wasn’t supposed to pass quite that well with the Normals (i.e. heartbeating human beings), but would he listen? Hell, no. He drifted as a boyfriend, as a friend, as a zombie, until that fateful Valentine’s night when he didn’t come home at all.


  There I sat for hours, waiting for some romantic gesture. You know, something zombie sweet, like a pound of brains in a red velvet heart-shaped box or a can of cat food with brains as the main ingredient with a dusty red bow on top. Anything. Something.


  Instead, Stamp stumbled in the next morning, carefree and clutching some blonde bimbo in torn fishnet stockings and a black bra, her obligatory maroon lipstick smeared—most of it all over Stamp’s face!


  I stormed off, he apologized, Dane took the chick home—but it was over. All of it.


  Maybe I was secretly glad Stamp turned into the boyfriend from hell, but I can’t say I don’t miss him. Then again, we all still live together in a dumpy three-bedroom apartment not far from the theme park, so miss him isn’t exactly the right phrase.


  It would probably be easier to take if he wasn’t already on Girlfriend Number 3 since our little breakup. Or is it Number 4?


  Or if Dane would give me the time of day. Yeah, he helps me rehearse my lines. He takes me garage saling for his favorite oval mirrors to match the one in the living room. But that’s about it.


  Right now Dane looks wistful, none too eager to roam the theme park between shows. We will, of course, if only to feel the warm sun on our faces and stretch our legs for awhile, hiding in plain sight among the crowds, but for now he seems content to stare over my shoulder at the stage beyond our tiny dressing room.


  “Do you miss her?” I say quietly.


  “Who? Chloe?”


  When I don’t answer, when I don’t have to answer, he nods. “Sure. We were partners for a long, long time.”


  “I miss her too.”


  “Really?”


  I shrug. “Sure. She was there for me too, you know. When it counted. She wasn’t quite as tough as she acted.”


  I picture Chloe now, stomping around school, scowling all the while. The only thing she really did to pass as a living student was to scare everybody out of mentioning how dead she looked. Harsh as she was, she was only trying to protect the sad little life she’d created for herself and Dane.


  “I know. She would be tougher on Stamp, though, if she were here now. She wouldn’t let him date or socialize so much. She’d have him on lockdown.” He gives me that look again, not the smoldering one I see sometimes when he thinks I’m not looking but the regretful one he wears far more often these days. The one that says he wishes I hadn’t brought Stamp back after all. Not just for our sakes, maybe, but for Stamp’s as well. “I don’t know what we’re going to do about him.”


  “What can we do?” I say, scrubbing my brain of the same regret.


  “I dunno, but this whole Playboy of the Living Dead act isn’t working. We’ve gotten lucky these last few months, finding a place, landing these jobs, staying under the radar. But now. I don’t know. Stamp’s getting too comfortable. He’s passing too well. If he keeps it up, someone’s bound to find out.”


  My mind, like our lives, is uneasy. Up; down. Happy; sad. Mostly, I’m afraid. Of what’s around the next corner, who’s in the next audience, who might show up at our door, who Stamp might bring home next.


  Who knew that the battle, the bloodshed would be the easy part?


  That living in the real world would be the hardest part of all?
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    The Culturally Confused Convenience Store

  


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  The bodega across from our apartment complex isn’t crowded this time of day. A Spanish love song plays on the radio, and incense burns in the corner shrine where a Buddha sits among oranges and bottled water.


  The shelves are lined with dusty cans and exotic fruit drinks in funky bottles. The posters on the wall are these kind of funky ads from the 1960s for sodas that don’t even exist anymore, like Raspberry Ripple and Orange Fizzy Bottom and Lovely Lime. They all sound kind of good right about now.


  Stamp hates coming to The Culturally Confused Convenience Store, as he calls it. Dane doesn’t like it much better, although he’s pretty sure there are brains involved in some of the crazier canned items, like the braised beef chunks on Aisle 3 or even in the way, way, way off-brand cat food on Aisle 6.


  I grab a soda from the clanking cooler in the back of the store, next to open cardboard boxes filled with onions and dirty potatoes. Gargantuan Grape. That’s really its name. It has twice as much sugar as a regular grape soda and not just because it’s twice as big.


  I take it to the cashier, this thin guy with a sweaty moustache and a fiery boil under one of his ears. He hands me a phone card without even asking, which is one of the reasons I try to never come in here with Dane. I’m afraid the cashier will do that in front of Dane and then? Game over; the jig will be up.


  “Ten dollars on the card enough this time?” he says without much of an Asian accent. He’s got on crisp new blue jeans and one of those button-down Cuban bowling shirts with a palm tree on the pocket. His black fedora looks heavy on his sweating head.


  “That should do it,” I say, just like every time. I pay in cash, as always, and drop the coins in the Leave a Penny, Take a Penny cup by the register. If anything, Dane’s sense of hearing is better than mine—that’s saying something—and he’d get suspicious if I came home jingling a ton of change.


  The guy nods and turns back to his hot rod magazine.


  I leave the store slowly, hand in pocket, feeling the plastic card there. I look across the street for signs of Dane. I kind of feel like Stamp with one of his girlfriends. What I’m doing isn’t exactly illegal, but according to Dane it’s not smart either. Still it has to be done, and what Dane doesn’t know won’t hurt him. I walk to the little ice cream stand on the corner.


  It’s old school, a little brown building with two windows and a huge plaster cone on top. It’s so ancient there are actually pay phones—two of them—in a bank along the side wall. I take the farthest one. There’s no door to hide behind, but honestly why would Dane walk by? I dig out the card and dial the code.


  I call Dad’s office phone, which is county-owned and I figure hard for the Sentinels to trace.


  He picks up on the second ring. “Cobia County Coroner’s Office,” he croaks.


  Despite wanting desperately to hear more of his voice, I hang up.


  I lean against the wall, crack open my grape soda, and suck down a few gulps.


  The soda feels good on my tongue. I can feel the sugar working in my cells, filling them up. Sugar. It’s the only human food we can still eat, probably because it’s not food. It comes; it goes; that’s it. But at least it helps me feel a little more human for the few minutes I sip it.


  The phone rings. Finally. It always takes Dad awhile to fumble with one of the throwaway cell phones he buys each month, turn it on, make sure it’s charged, and then find a safe spot to call me from.


  I put the soda down on the hot black pavement and answer on the second ring.


  Dad gives me his latest cell phone number and hangs up. Yeah, it’s tiring, but when you’re running from a lethal team of zombie-hunting Sentinels, you have to add a few steps to your routine.


  I key in the code again, then Dad’s number, and this time we’re good.


  “Maddy!” he gasps when we’re finally connected. “How are you?”


  It’s only the fourth or fifth time we’ve talked, and it’s still new for us both. “I’m good. How are you?”


  “Still human. Last time I checked. And you?”


  “Very funny, Dad.”


  He sounds good. I’m so used to grunting and groaning, it always takes me a few minutes to work harder and sound more alive for Dad. “They working you too hard these days?”


  “Oh, you know.” He sighs. “No more than usual. We’re coming into spring break now, so I’m at the beach a lot. When will kids learn not to go swimming after dark?”


  Spring break? God, this time last year it was me swimming after dark, taking a cue from my best friend, Hazel, and trying to fit a little fun in before we went back to school.


  “But enough about work. How is my Maddy?”


  “She’s good. Safe. That’s the important thing, right?”


  “Yes, yes, it is. Are you sure?”


  “As sure as I can be.”


  “Well, you’ve got Stamp there, right?”


  I smirk. Same Dad. Still on Team Stamp. “Yes, and Dane too, don’t forget.”


  “How could I?”


  I don’t argue with him. We don’t have enough time.


  “Hey, I ran into Hazel’s mother in the grocery store the other day.”


  “You did? How’d she look?”


  His voice goes down a notch. “Not well, honey.”


  I frown. That’s the worst part of being on the lam. Not the hiding, the low-paying jobs, the never going to college, or the constant fear. It’s that I’ll never be able to look Hazel’s mom in the eye and tell her what really happened. Or at least something that might comfort her.


  I don’t miss the heartbeat, the blood flow, the sweat. I miss the humanity.


  “I brought her a casserole the other night,” he says shyly.


  “Wow, Dad, that’s nice of you.” I try to picture him, oven mitt on each hand, walking down the street to Hazel’s house, knocking on the door with his knee, painting on a smile when it opened.


  “It was just store bought. But I heated it up first.”


  “Still, I bet she appreciated that.” I look at my watch. Six minutes left. “How about Stamp’s family? Any word on where they might be now?”


  There’s a long pause. “I’ve tried tracking them down as well as I could, dear, but you told me not to arouse suspicion.” He sounds frustrated and not just because he can’t find Stamp’s family.


  “I know. You’re right. It’s better this way, maybe, if Stamp doesn’t know where they’ve gone.”


  “Don’t be so sure. I don’t know what I’d do if you didn’t call me every month. Sometimes it’s all I live for.”


  “Dad.” I try not to sound too stern but fail. “Don’t say that. What if … what if the Sentinels catch me or the Zerkers? You can’t count on this. It’s … it’s a bonus, not a right.”


  His sigh is gravelly through the receiver of his cheap cell phone. “You start thinking like that and you might as well turn yourself in to the Sentinels tomorrow.”


  He’s right, of course.


  But so am I.


  “When can I see you, dear?”


  “We’ve been over this. Dane doesn’t think it’s a good idea.”


  “Fiddlesticks. When you left, you told me to wait a few months. It’s been more than a few. How long?”


  “It’s still too dangerous. What if the Sentinels follow you? Or the Zerkers? It’s not just about me being found. It’s about you being …”


  He knows what I mean. What it means to be on the run from zombies who want to capture you and zombies who want to eat you.


  “I can take care of myself, Maddy.”


  Finally, I chuckle. “I know you can. And speaking of the Sentinels …” I hate to ask, but with only a few minutes left, I have to.


  “They’re still here, dear. They think I can’t see them, but I can. Their stupid tan vans. You’d think they’d be more creative after doing this a few hundred years. Maybe they’re on a budget. I don’t know. But, yes, there’s one outside my office right now. And another parked in the front drive at the neighbor’s house while they’re away on vacation. It’s almost as if they want me to see them.”


  “They probably do. And that’s what I mean: if you come after me, if I come to see you, they’ll know it.”


  “Okay, okay. I get it. I just … feel so helpless. Me here and you there in—see there, I almost said it. I guess I do have a little to learn about life on the lam, don’t I?”


  “Just a little.”
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  Can we please change the music this hour?” I say to Dane while I row my machine in the middle of our large, crowded living room. Hey, some renters have furniture. Zombie renters have a home gym. Deal.


  The apartment isn’t fancy, but it’s big and cheap, and that’s just what three relocated zombies need to avoid dismembering each other in our nonsleep.


  “What?” He looks genuinely surprised as he pedals his state-of-the art stationary bike. “I thought you liked the smooth jazz station?”


  “No,” I remind him for the five gazillionth time. “My dad likes smooth jazz. As do, you know, most senior citizens or other folks who’ve lost their hearing.”


  “Oh.” Dane brushes a large hand over his close-cropped hair. He does that when he’s trying to figure out a way to get his way without actually looking like he’s trying to get his way. “Well,” he finally whines, an un-Dane-like sound, “it’s all the way across the room. Can we change it next hour?”


  “No, Dane, we can’t.” I grunt, limping to the iPod dock on the flimsy bookshelf. “Because if I hear another tortured sax solo of ‘Careless Whisper,’ so help me I’m going to pick up my rowing machine and toss it through the sliding glass doors.”


  He chuckles halfheartedly as the classic rock station breaks through. It’s a smidge more conducive to our nightly workout, although it would be really nice if someone started a station for zombie listeners, you know? I mean, really, all they’d have to do is change the name of their Halloween station. How hard is that?


  “Yeah.” He smirks as a blistering guitar solo heats up to blast for, oh, I dunno, the next 12 minutes or so.


  “Much better.”


  God, I hate it when he’s right.


  I drop into the rowing machine bucket seat, grab the oars, and get back into it. We’ve been at it for two hours now, doing our best to fill the middle of the night with something other than reality TV and deepening our butt impressions on the sagging couch.


  I’m nearly four months into reanimation, and according to Dane if I don’t start good limbering habits now, I’ll wind up like all those rheumatic shuffling TV zombies there seem to be so many of these days.


  “So,” he says, inevitably, his bony knees pumping in his cutoff sweatpants, “where do you think he is tonight?”


  I row harder, and it’s not to rid my joints of the stiffness that’s been building all day. “What do I care?”


  “Well, we should both care,” he says reasonably, which is totally annoying. “Because every time he stays out this late, meets someone new, or does something stupid, we all get exposed.”


  And that’s it, really. Our entire life, all of it, every day, has come down to this one stupid thing: exposure. Or, more specifically, how to avoid it. From our theme park job playing monsters to working out in our living room instead of a gym, we’re all about the down low. Way down low.


  I row harder. I guess a lot harder because the next time he speaks, Dane has to shout over the furious clacking.


  “You’re not jealous, are you?”


  I sigh, taking it down a notch. “No. We’ve talked about this, right?”


  “Yeah.” He huffs. “A lot.”


  “Hey, he broke up with me, remember?”


  He shakes his head, slowing his legs a bit. “Face it, Maddy. You and Stamp were over long before he brought that skank home for Valentine’s Day.”


  “Okay, well, there are easier ways to break up with someone, you know. And, technically, he brought her home after Valentine’s Day.”


  “What did you expect him to do? He knows about us.”


  “Us?” I snort.


  “I just—it wouldn’t be right to start officially dating so soon after you two broke up.”


  I bite my lip, trying not to say something I’ll regret. “How can Stamp know about us if I don’t even know about us?”


  He gives me a look that makes me feel stupid, sad, and hopeful all in the same breath. Or nonbreath. Whatever.


  “Trust me. He knows.”


  “So you’re saying he’s staying out every night because he doesn’t want to be around us anymore? Because we’re an us?” It’s not the first time the thought has crossed my mind. “But Stamp and I made a clean break. He said he was fine with it.”


  “Maddy, saying it and feeling it are two different—”


  A key fumbles at a lock in the front door. I steal a cold glance, and we continue exercising as if it’s not Stamp unlocking the three locks, as if it’s not 4:00 a.m., as if this isn’t about to get really ugly really fast.


  “You guys are still up?” Stamp says from the foyer.


  “Just like last night.” Dane grunts, pedaling harder.


  “And the night before,” I add, perhaps unnecessarily.


  Stamp walks into the living room in his baggy gray cords and striped black-and-white hoodie that hugs his 6’2” frame like a second skin. His hair is spiky tonight, which makes him look even taller and stretches out the hollows of his shadowy cheekbones and dark gray eyes. He smiles softly, thin lips parting to reveal freshly whitened teeth.


  Dane and I spend our theme park earnings on exercise equipment; Stamp unloads his on the local cosmetic dentist. What can I say? It works for him.


  And whatever nightly activities he’s engaging in lately are keeping him plenty limber. It’s unfair. I still have to stretch for at least an hour a day just to look like I don’t have metal poles in my arms and legs.


  “What are you guys doing?” he says, eyes half-lidded and smile fixed on.


  “Just keeping it loose,” Dane says. “How about you?”


  “Me?” He leans against the wall. Ugh. Last time he did that, his greasy blue hair gel seeped into the white gloss paint, and it took me forever to get it out. “Nothing much.” He sounds sleepy, which as we all know by now is patently impossible for a zombie.


  Dane and I wind down our nightly routine and wait. And wait.


  Ninety seconds or so later, Stamp comes out with it. “Hanging with some new friends.”


  Dane doesn’t touch that one.


  But I do. “Anyone in particular?”


  Stamp focuses on me. “Not really. Why do you ask?”


  “Kinda late, don’t you think?”


  “Not for a zombie.”


  “Well, I doubt you were hanging with zombies. Right?” Dane sounds like an Elder.


  Not that I can blame him. All it’s gonna take is Stamp slipping a little of his dead, cold tongue to the wrong semisober Normal, and boom, instant zombie alert.


  “Make that hanging with zombie.” Stamp looks at me. “Singular.”


  I roll my eyes and look away, ignoring both of them as the boxy living room suddenly seems claustrophobic, especially with the bluesy, smooth jazz riff currently oozing out of the stereo. (Hey, wait! When did Dane change the station back?) We might as well be the three newest residents of the Orange County Geriatric and Rehabilitative Center for Zombies Who Can’t Get Along.


  “What is this anyway?” Stamp slouches toward the kitchen in his shiny black high-tops. “The Spanish Imposition?”


  Dane shrugs.


  Stamp never fesses up when he feels cornered like this. And forget about correcting him. That would really shut him down. Not that I’m not tempted, of course. (Former Normal honor student and all.)


  I get back to rowing.


  Dane halfheartedly pushes his long, pale legs in slow circles.


  Stamp roots around in the fridge for something to drink.


  Like any self-respecting zombies, we have no food in there. Only sugary sweet, colorful drinks lined in row after row on shelf after shelf after shelf. Soda—the real stuff, never diet. Fruit drinks (not juice). Sports drinks. Anything loaded with sugar, electrolytes, and artificial crap that can boost our energy between bites of fresh brain (currently stored in the freezer, FYI).


  Dane and I pretend to ignore Stamp while he rearranges soda bottles on the top shelf. He slams the fridge door, then slumps into a chair at our little table for three. He chugs the blue liquid Sports Slurp (his favorite) from the plastic bottle, doing his familiar little silent treatment.


  The good news is he usually comes off with some pretty good info once he’s done sulking. The trick is waiting him out long enough.


  He sits there about five minutes before speaking. “What do you guys care anyway?” After another minute, he says, “You’re not the boss of me.”


  Seriously? Did he just say that? Out loud? What is he, six? Scratch that. Four?


  “No,” Dane says, “but, like it or not, we are in this together, so what you do affects us all.”


  Stamp huffs. “You don’t know my friends well, then. They’re about as dangerous as a—”


  “Are they human?” Dane barks, sliding off his bike and turning off the music to help make his point that this is a serious discussion. “Because if they are, then they can’t be trusted. Any of them. Ever.”


  “Yes, they’re human. You think I’ve stumbled onto some huge, secret zombie coven? In downtown Orlando, of all places?”


  “Is it called a coven?” I ask seriously, if only to diffuse the tension while Dane paces between the exercise equipment. “I mean, I thought that was for vampires. A vampire’s coven. But wait, that doesn’t sound right either. Maybe it’s witches. Yeah, actually, I think it’s witches who—”


  “Who was it, Stamp?” Dane walks dangerously close to the table now. His shoulder muscles are flexed, which is never a good sign. “Who was it this time? Angela? Tracy? Lacy? Spacey? Racy? You need to be more discreet. Seriously.”


  “Val,” Stamp says quietly, avoiding our gazes. “Her name is Val.”


  Dane snorts. “Whatever. The thing is—”


  “Not whatever.” There is true ugliness in Stamp’s voice, in his face, in his deep-set eyes. “Her name is Val. Remember it, Dane.”


  “Why should I? Is she gonna be around a week from now? Two weeks? Why waste brain cells I don’t have on people who don’t matter?”


  “Because she does matter.” Stamp looks from one of us to the other like some teenager trying not to get grounded. “Because she’s different.”


  My heart hurts a little, dead and useless as it is. Because what if she is? What if this Val girl is different? For a while it’s been Stamp watching Dane share glances and inside jokes with me. Would I be strong enough, mature enough, zombie enough to trade places and stand by if Stamp was strutting around with someone … serious?


  “Yeah, right.” Dane sneers.


  I guess it’s one too many disses for Stamp tonight, because suddenly he’s out of his chair, towering over Dane.


  “She is.”


  Neither boy moves an inch.


  “Okay, Stamp,” I say softly, easing out of the rowing machine and wedging into the four inches of breathing space they’ve left between their puffed out chests and bad attitudes. “I believe that … Val … is different. So why not bring her around for dinner some night?”


  Dane frowns.


  Stamp smiles cagily. “Maybe I will.”


  Doesn’t he know he’s sassing the wrong zombie?


  “No maybe,” Dane presses. “Definitely. You bring her for dinner if she’s so special.”


  God, now we really do sound like parents. What’s next? A curfew? Docking his allowance? Taking away his cell phone privileges?


  “I will.”


  “Sunday.” I pin down an actual date for once. “You bring Mel over for a nice—”


  “Val.” He shakes his head at me as if I should know better.


  And, of course, I do. “Fine. You bring Val over for a nice Sunday dinner and show us how special she is.”


  “Deal,” he says, reaching into a pocket to grab his shiny new cell phone. His long thumbs fly across the surface. “Letting her know about it right now.” He storms off, texting all the way into his room, where he promptly slams the door and turns on his metal music, just like the surly teenager that he is—that I suppose he always will be.


  “You think that’s such a good idea?” Dane sits across from me at the table and turns Stamp’s Sports Slurp cap over and over in his pale fingers. “I mean, look at this place. You think this looks like a Normal’s home?”


  I stare at the portable gym on our living room carpet: weight bench, treadmill, rowing machine, exercise bike, medicine ball, jump ropes hanging from the key rack by the door.


  “So we’ll move the gym into the back bedrooms for one night. Big deal. Besides, you know Stamp. No way will this Val chick still be around by Sunday.”
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    The Plot—and the Sauce—Thickens

  


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  God, it’s been so long since I’ve cooked human food I’ve almost forgotten!”


  “Really?” Dane waves a hand in front of his nose as I set the foggy lid on the pot of simmering spaghetti sauce. “I just thought you were a really, really bad cook!”


  He zips out of range just as I’m trying to snap him with the damp dish towel that’s been draped over my shoulder for the last two hours.


  Yes, two hours. For spaghetti. And a salad. And garlic bread. (Good thing I’m a zombie and not a vampire. Hehehe.)


  “You take that back, Dane Fields.” I put the towel back on my shoulder. “I’ll have you know this is my dad’s famous recipe for million-dollar spaghetti I’m making here.”


  He holds his hands up in mock defeat. “You’re making it from memory, I hope.” Even now—oven on, the smell of fresh garlic in the air, the table set—and there is still a warning tone in his voice.


  “Mostly.”


  His eyes go big.


  “Don’t worry. I used a pay phone, way across town, and so did he. It’s totally, completely untraceable.”


  Dane shakes his head.


  I finish draining the pasta.


  “I thought I said you could talk to your dad once a month.”


  “It was my one call this month. Trust me. I’m not going to jeopardize what we’ve worked so hard to build here just to impress Stamp’s stupid girlfriend.”


  He sighs, obviously resigned to the fact that he can’t control me any more than he can Stamp. “So how is he this month?”


  “He’s fine,” I offer, distracted with layering the thick, hearty meat sauce through the noodles in the brand-new lasagna pan. All the utensils I’m using are new. We never needed them before.


  Dane leans against the kitchen entryway, looking dashing in gray slacks and a purple dress shirt, which has two buttons opened at the top. A thin gray belt winds around his narrow waist. “Sentinels still following him?”


  I nod, smoothing hearty tomato sauce over another layer of twisty vermicelli. “He says it’s down to two teams now and only every other day. I guess they’re still hoping we’ll come back and that my house is the first place we’ll stop. Dad thinks maybe they’re giving up and will go home soon.”


  Dane shakes his head and looks at me sympathetically. “They’ll never go home. Not without us anyway. Get used to that. And tell your dad to get used to it too.”


  I nod, biting my lip.


  “I’m sorry, Maddy. That’s just the way it is.”


  “But it’s been four months. I mean, what’s the point after all this time?”


  “First of all, we’re zombies. Time means nothing. And they’re Sentinels, so time means even less than nothing. Their entire Afterlife is spent destroying other zombies. And us? Well, we broke the Zerker-Zombie truce and a few dozen zombie laws. We set an entire high school—with the Living Dead bodies of an entire football team, a cheerleading squad, and a dozen teachers—on fire. So we’re pretty much the Bin Laden of zombies, you know.”


  I shake my head, picturing myself in an apron and Dane looking like the cover of Zombie GQ. “Can someone tell me how we became the most wanted of the Living Dead? I mean, suddenly we’re the baddest zombies around?”


  He smirks at last, and all is good in the world again. “No, just the baddest zombies who were also dumb enough to get pulled into an all-out Zerker killathon. That’s all. Anyway, tell your dad I said hi. That is, when you talk to him next month.”


  I chuckle. “Will do.”


  The scent of Dad’s special recipe makes me wistful and homesick, but at least Dad sounded good today: hopeful, happy I was safe and nothing had changed for me, for him.


  It was hard leaving him behind without saying goodbye, but we both understood that with the Sentinels on our tail, with the high school burning down, with sirens wailing, there was no way to leave town the right way. Only the fast way. And we barely made it out of Dodge leaving the fast way.


  Since then we’ve settled into a routine, Dad and I. Like fellow spies or something. Communicating is complicated and tiresome, and Dane says we should only talk for 15 minutes at a time, just in case, but we usually stretch it to 20 just because there’s so much to catch up on and we miss each other so much. And tonight Dad is with me, if only in meat sauce and oregano and vermicelli.


  “How’s it looking out there?” I say, hearing Dane setting the table.


  “Pretty cramped.”


  The million-dollar spaghetti needs to bake for 35 minutes, so I wash my hands and join him outside the kitchen.


  We’ve made good on our promise to relocate the exercise equipment, at least temporarily, to our two back bedrooms. We dragged the couch and coffee table from Dane’s room and the two chairs from mine into the living room. So now at least the living room looks like a living room and not some triathlete’s home gym on steroids.


  “No, Dane, place mats for real.” On the table, the clearance wicker place mats from Dockside Imports are practically on top of each other, the table’s so jam-packed. It’s really designed for two people, and none of us ever sit at it at the same time. We usually eat our brains while leaning over the sink, so we’ve never really run into this problem before. “This just won’t work,” I say. “It’s going to feel enough like an interrogation without all of us actually sitting on top of her.”


  “Well, what, then?” he whines, holding the brand-new silverware to his chest as if I might yank it away at any minute and set it out myself.


  “Well, two of us can sit at the table, and we’ll set two places over by the couch on the coffee table.”


  “But then we won’t be together.” He mopes but follows my suggestion anyway.


  Honestly, I don’t know how he can look so tough and still act like such a princess sometimes.


  “It’s fine, Dane. It’s not like this is some great banquet hall and we won’t be able to see each other. We’ll be 10 feet away, for Pete’s sake.”


  I admire his work as he drifts toward the iPod deck on the bookshelf. “Smooth jazz, right?” he says hopefully.


  I nod because, really? There’s no use fighting him on this one. Even if I say no and we argue for 20 minutes about some different station and he actually tunes it in, he’ll only change it 5 minutes later when he thinks I’m not looking.


  Dude is obsessed with the smooth jazz. It’s completely baffling to me. He’s all lean and hard, bony elbows, molded biceps, and close-cropped hair. You’d think biker music or something hard-edged or maybe even dubstep, but nope. It’s wah-wah guitar solos and tickling ivories all the way. Go figure.


  I wonder idly if he and Chloe used to argue about it when they lived together in their trailer back in Barracuda Bay. I can’t imagine her putting up with funky fresh beats and smoldering saxophones. Then again, what do I know? I never imagined Dane being the easy listening type either. She could have been into golden oldies for all I know. Doo-wop or malt shop memories.


  The music oozes, sticky and sweet and undeniably smooth. I smile because he’s smiling and, believe me, there’s nothing quite like a Dane smile. This cruddy apartment, the smell of spaghetti I can’t eat and a dad I can’t hug and a job I can’t stand—and it all just melts away the minute Dane gives me that little crooked grin with the left side a smidge higher than the right.


  He spies me in my apron, standing midway across the room, and saunters toward me, that smirk overtaking his entire usually stoic face.


  “May I?” He extends a hand.


  I’d blush if I could, but I take his hand just the same. It no longer feels cold or strange to me but oddly familiar, like my own. He pulls me close, but not too, and we circle the small living room in time with the music.


  He is freshly showered, and we’ve both been hitting the tanning booth near work for the last few days, if only to cover up some of the deathly pallor. We’ve grown so accustomed to it, but it can be a shock in intimate settings, like when Normals come over for dinner.


  We’ve hit up Stamp’s dentist, too, so our teeth are not quite so yellow. It’s funny to see Dane looking mostly mortal, when I’ve kind of gotten used to us looking undead. It makes me think this is what he must have looked like in his “Before Life,” the life he lived previous to his Afterlife.


  I can easily picture him dripping wet on some beach somewhere, tanned face beaming, white teeth showing, hard body rippling, long legs extending from black swim shorts. I would have liked that Dane, but it wouldn’t be my Dane—the Dane I’ve come to love.


  He kisses me, cold lips gentle as if he can read my thoughts. His long fingers trace my spine until they rest at the small of my back and gently pull me in.


  My own fingers circle his waist as we cling to each other, still gently kissing, knowing there’s not enough time to do much more. Not that, you know, we can do much more anyway. But, yeah, that’s a whole other book. A science book, not a love story.


  Even his small kisses, his quick kisses, are strangely exotic. It’s such a new thrill, the sensation of cold lips on cold lips, and it’s vaguely addictive. I hardly miss the warmth of human flesh but instead crave the chilly sensation of our mutual touch. It’s hard to explain. It’s still making out, but now it’s special, like making out in the snow while the rest of the family’s inside playing checkers around the Christmas tree or something.


  “You should have asked me to dance earlier.” I sigh, licking my lips, when I finally push him away.


  “You were slaving over a hot stove all day.” He straightens his shirt where it’s tucked into his snug slacks.


  “Whatever. It’s just … I’ve missed that.”


  “Me too.” He looks into my eyes, his lips a thin gray line now, the stillness surrounding him saying more than words ever could.


  “Okay, then,” I say. “Well, we should do that more often.”


  “I agree. We will. I mean, if it’s okay?”


  I smirk. “We’ll see.”


  I start toward the kitchen, watching him straighten a fork on the coffee table. “You smell good, Dane. You should wear that cologne more often, you know? Not just save it for guests.”


  I don’t wait for a reply, but I know he’s smiling behind me.


  A key slides in a lock a few minutes later, and I slip off the apron and smooth down the simple black dress I bought yesterday. I slide into my low-slung heels, giving myself a few extra inches, and scurry next to Dane in the living room.


  “Why are we so nervous?” Dane whispers as the door swings open. “It’s like being a parent on prom night or something.”


  “Yeah, so what does that make us, some old married couple?”


  He frowns. “Would that be so bad?”


  The door is opening now, so I don’t have time to answer, but I would have said, “Hell, no.”


  “What’s that smell?” Stamp says rudely, antsy and utterly alone.


  “It’s dinner,” I snap, waiting for Val to join him.


  “What?” Dane leans over just a smidge to peer out the door. “Did you forget?”


  Stamp avoids our gazes and says, unconvincingly, “Uh, yeah. Yeah, it totally slipped my mind.” He slams the door.


  “No, it didn’t.” I give him a good once-over. Maybe even a twice-over, dammit. “Look at you. You’re as dressed up as we are. New pants, new shirt, and is that? Yes, it is. You even got a haircut. I can tell because now I can actually see your forehead. So what gives?”


  His nostrils flare, and I can tell he’s about to give me some guff. But then he just kind of deflates, like an old duffel bag once you yank out all the clothes, into one of the chairs I dragged out of my room.


  “She just called and canceled at the last minute.” He yanks his cell phone out of his pocket and tosses it onto the end table. It slides almost all the way to the end, stopping just before falling over into the magazine rack on the other side.


  He looks hurt, like genuinely hurt, and I am suddenly reminded of the old, Normal Stamp and how he always wore his heart on his sleeve. Even just after meeting him, I could tell he was a raw nerve. Happy, sad, scared, angry, relieved—it was all right there on his broad face, hiding just under that cute little Superman curl he used to sport before the limpness of his new, undead hair made that little flourish, that part of him, impossible. The new Stamp tries so hard to be tough, to be zombie, that I haven’t shared a single human emotion with him in days, maybe even weeks.


  Now he’s nothing but emotion.


  “Well, what’d she say?” I say softly, sitting next to him while Dane eases onto the couch.


  “Just—she said she was having car trouble and couldn’t make it, blah-blah. She’s really sorry, yeah right. And maybe we could reschedule, yada yada. It’s fine. Whatever. We’ll do it another night.”


  All I want is to hold his hand and tell him it’s all right. Not in the old way but because he’s a friend and maybe it might cheer him up.


  Dane says, “What if I call her? Ask her nice? I mean, if it’s car trouble, we can go pick her up, right?”


  “What?” Stamp snaps, standing to tower over us both. “You think I didn’t offer to pick up my own damn girlfriend? What kind of a douche do you think I am? I did offer, but she said AAA was on the way, so … whatever. I’m going for a walk. I’m—I’m sorry about dinner, Maddy. And what I said? I didn’t mean that. It smells good, actually. You know, if I could eat it.”


  He storms off, a ball of fire on long legs, before I can thank him or forgive him or, well, I dunno what I’m supposed to be doing for him, exactly.


  Dane waits until he hears Stamp lock the door—all three locks—from the other side. (House Rule Number 1: Always triple-lock the door, every time, no exceptions.) Then Dane leaps from the couch and, like some supersecret extrastealthy agent or something, snatches Stamp’s phone.


  “What the hell?” I say, feeling a little too protective of Stamp’s property.


  “I’m going to call this Val chick, check her out.”


  “Dane.”


  It’s no use. He’s got that determined look in his eye.


  “That’s a little much, don’t you think?” I say anyway. “If you want to double-check, let Stamp do it.”


  He’s already speed-dialing.


  I watch his face kind of with one eye and the door with the other, just in case Stamp barges in to get his phone. Frankly, I can’t believe he hasn’t already. Dude doesn’t go anywhere without it.


  “She’s got it going straight to voice mail,” Dane says, scowling.


  I know that look. I’ve seen that look. He’s got Sentinels on the brain. That’s what that look is.


  He paces, Stamp’s sleek phone in hand.


  “What’s the big deal, Dane? Why are you so intent on meeting this one, out of all of them?”


  Dane shrugs, then stops and looks at the phone. “I just don’t trust her, is all.”


  “Why?” I chuckle. “She’s just another nightclub skeezer who hasn’t complained about Stamp’s ice cube fingers yet. So she stood him up. She’s not the first. She won’t be the last. I just don’t see what’s so special about—”


  “Because it’s too easy to think we’re out of the woods. To think the Sentinels have given up on tracking us down.”


  I’m still sitting. He’s paused at my feet, peering down at me with his scary flared-nostrils look.


  “So what? You think they sent some skanky, superagent spy chick to seduce Stamp and call in the cavalry once they confirmed his blood pressure was zero over zero?”


  He sits in Stamp’s old chair. “Yeah, actually, I do.”


  “Oh.” That kind of takes me aback. “Well, I mean, I was just kidding.”


  “I’m not. Now that you mention it, it sounds like just the kind of thing the Sentinels would do. In fact, I’m surprised they haven’t done it sooner. Who knows? Maybe they have. Maybe we’ve just gotten lucky so far.”


  I look at him.


  He looks at me.


  “Pictures,” I blurt, reaching for the phone. “Look at the pictures. Maybe he’s got one of her in there and we’ll be able to see if she looks like a Sentinel or not.”


  He yanks the phone close before I can reach it. He scrolls through pictures. “This was last month’s chick,” he says, shaking his head. “I recognize that stupid pink nose ring. God, kids these days. And I already know this one …” He’s flipping through the images, one by one, until he stops and holds the phone out to me, turning it around so the screen is glowing right in my face. “This one.” He points at Stamp and some short blonde chick at a club.


  “What one?” I take the phone. “You can barely see her with Stamp’s stupid arm in the way.”


  “Keep going.”


  So I do that little finger swipe thing so that the screen changes. Suddenly there’s another picture, same club, same night, and the petite chick with the spiky blonde hair is kind of purposefully hiding behind Stamp now. Like it’s a game. She’s smiling all cutesy, but no one’s able to get a good picture of her just the same.


  I keep going and see spiky, dyed blonde hair in one, a metal bracelet in another, a thick black sock in the next, a bare white belly over a short red skirt after that—but nothing more than flashes of her here and there.


  Dane takes the phone, and we look together at another picture, another night, another club: same thing. Someone’s taking a picture of them together, arm in arm, and spiky blonde chick is hiding. Even when you can tell it’s Stamp taking the picture, she holds something in front of her face: a cocktail napkin, a giant wineglass, or her shiny pink purse. You can see her fingers in one, all over the purse, but the flash is so bright even the purse looks dead, so how can you tell if she is?


  “So she’s shy,” I offer, but the words feel limp on my lips.


  Dane’s tongue is out, a sure sign he’s working something over in his brain. His fingers fly on the phone’s keyboard once more.


  I sigh, then practically shriek.


  The key! In the front door.


  “He’s back!” I say, as if Dane hasn’t heard it himself.


  “Sit,” he orders.


  Like a dog, I obey. But I wasn’t even standing! I scoot back in my chair, and so does he on the couch.


  “The phone,” I gurgle as I hear the key in the third lock and the quick puff of air that happens whenever the door slides open.


  Dane grunts, looks at me, then at the doorway, and quickly tosses me the phone. I’ve never been good at catching things, not even a cold, but here comes this sleek phone and—yes!—somehow I clutch it from the air and slide it onto the same end table we plucked it from only minutes ago. It doesn’t glide all the way to the end and hang there like it did for Stamp but stops square in the middle. I doubt he’ll notice, but with Stamp you never know.


  Stamp still looks surly, maybe even more so, with his hands buried in the pockets of his crisp new slacks and his chin tucked deep in his stiff shirt collar. For the first time, I notice how cheap the black shirt with red stripes looks. Not inexpensive but brassy and flashy. And I wish, for just a moment, he would have asked me to help him pick one out instead of trying to do everything for himself all the time.


  “Forget something?” Dane says a little too loudly.


  Stamp hardly notices. “My phone,” he says, reaching for it in the middle of the end table without further comment.


  “Gonna try Val again?” I say, if only to fill the awkward silence.


  He looks at me sharply, then softens. “Not really,” he says quietly, turning for the door again. “I just feel naked without it, you know?”


  Before I can answer, he’s disappeared again, shoes scraping the pitted concrete beyond our welcome mat, shutting and triple-locking the door behind him.


  I slump in the chair. “Phew, that was close. Who were you texting, anyway?”


  “Not texting,” Dane says, standing and dragging me into his room with those thin arms I always forget are so strong. “I was sending those pictures to myself so we could study them a little more closely and on a bigger screen.”


  “Oh,” I say, a little disappointed.


  I mean, I thought he was dragging me into his bedroom because Stamp was finally gone …
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  Growl. Dane chases me across the stage of The Great Movie Monster Makeover Show.


  Stamp growls even louder, pursues even more aggressively.


  I nearly duck his wide, swinging arms. “Hey,” I whisper as I hide behind him, the audience laughing as if this is part of the performance. “Take it easy on the overaggression there, big guy.” I shove him, just a little too hard, to let him know I’ll only play the victim so long.


  He goes flying, tumbling toward the end of the stage.


  Just in time, Dane grabs the back of his jacket and keeps him from careening into the third row.


  More laughter, spontaneous applause.


  Dane looks at me from behind the Frankenstein mask. “Cut it out,” he says, using the nervous laughter of the audience as cover.


  Stamp stumbles back, waving his arms, making a big production out of it. I think he’s smiling, even though I can only see his eyes behind the goofy mask. He chases me around the stage, still growling, and now I can’t tell if he’s happy or sad or scared or faking it or for real mad at me. I only know there should be two Frankies chasing me and there’s only one.


  “Hey,” I blurt when we pass Dane, who’s standing awkwardly at the end of the stage, peering past the house lights at the audience. “What gives?”


  He springs to life, grunting and waving and chasing me offstage.


  The curtain falls.


  I punch Stamp in the arm. “The hell?”


  But he’s already onstage again, ruffling the curtains and poking out through the middle as he yanks off his mask.


  Dane and I join him for our final bows.


  It’s cheesy, sure, but with these tourists, you wouldn’t believe who passes for a celebrity these days. They’d rather get the autograph of some two-bit ham in a rubber Frankenstein mask than go home empty-handed.


  Stamp does his thing, bounding down into the audience, still wearing his mask and then finally revealing his cute face.


  The girls swoon and rush him with their little copies of the black-and-white photo they got up front. Don’t worry. It’s not even of us, so no danger of the Sentinels using it to track us down.


  I’m next to Stamp, feeling lonely and out of place because nobody ever asks the non-Frankenstein girl for her autograph, not even out of pity. So I’m not as distracted as Stamp is when Dane bounds by in his sweats and a flannel shirt, looking around the audience before slinking through the chairs to the exit.


  “Dane?” I follow him. I don’t know. There’s just something about the urgency in his step, the tension of his shoulders, that screams three-alarm fire.


  I look back at Stamp, still playing the ham, growling and mugging for the cameras with the tourists. He doesn’t even notice me. I race past the last row. Outside, I get slight waves from folks.


  “Hey, hey, lookee there,” says some red-faced bloke with an English accent, tipping his madras driver’s cap. “It’s the lass from the monster show!”


  I bow and smile and see Dane’s bristly head weaving and bobbing through the crowd beyond. I walk as briskly as possible, legs a little rigid for this kind of cat-and-mouse chase. Folks smile at me as I pass, figuring the stiff-legged walk is all part of the act, and suddenly I remember. I’m still in costume!


  It’s a pretty big no-no. If my manager, Mr. Frears, were to spot me offstage like this, I’d be fired. But he’s not working today, so I’m not too worried about it. I look down at the scrappy dress, the fugly shoes, and the blood splatters on my stockings. I must look a fright, but sometimes it’s easier to hide as a monster than it is to pass as a Normal.


  “Dane!” I finally catch up, yanking him around more roughly than I wanted to.


  He turns around and clutches my hand to drag me along. “Hurry,” he says, weaving through the tourists, intent on getting to something or someone in the distance.


  “Hurry where?”


  He points with his free hand as we narrowly avoid toppling a tour group of Brazilians in matching green-and-yellow sports jerseys. “It’s her, Maddy. The girl from Stamp’s cell phone.”


  “Val? How? Where?”


  He stops short, pulling me behind a giant green soda machine. “I saw her in the audience at the last show.” He peeks around the corner of the machine and quickly looks back. “When you almost pushed Stamp offstage.”


  I picture her from Stamp’s phone, glimpses of spiky blonde hair, pale little face, black fingernails, mesh-covered thigh. “How could you tell?”


  “I can’t. I just … don’t ask me to explain. I think, I mean, I know it’s her.”


  “So what are we doing behind this soda machine?”


  “She stopped at the caramel corn booth.”


  I risk a glimpse past his shoulder, although he grimaces like I’m about to get us caught. The midafternoon crowd is thick, but I know the popcorn stand he’s talking about. There, in a line of about five people, is a waif with spiky blonde hair. And then she’s gone, abandoning her place in line and making for the caricature booth.


  “Let’s go, Columbo.” I snort. “She’s on the move. Although, it doesn’t look like her.”


  Then again, as I catch flashes of her in the crowd, it could be. A peek here, past a burly man in a tank top, looks like her. Then, as she coasts through a sea of sticky-fingered field trip kids, she looks nothing like her. Too tall, too short, too broad, too thin.


  “Why is she avoiding us, then?” Dane says.


  “Have you seen yourself lately?”


  “Funny.” Then he stops, turning his back to her as I peek under his arm and notice a spiky blonde-headed someone sniffing our way, then turning quickly to disappear into the crowd.


  “That little minx!” I’m sure it’s her. Kinda, sorta, maybe. I’m dragging Dane along, weaving in and out of tour groups and sweaty, sunburned families until we turn the corner near the cheesy pretzel stand, and—poof! No more Val. Or maybe-Val. Or could-be-Val. Or probably-was-Val.


  I start again.


  Dane holds me back. “We could do this all day,” he says, stretching one arm over my shoulder. “And we’ve got another show to do in an hour.”


  It feels good, his arm like that.


  People smile at us, two kids obviously on break from some show, not hiding their affection.


  “Why would she be here?”


  “If it even was her.” Dane cocks one beautiful eyebrow.


  I slap him playfully on the chest, right between two smears of fake blood on his T-shirt. “You’re the one who convinced me it was, remember?”


  He sighs, shaking his head. “Maybe I’ve just been on the run too long.”


  And I know he means forever, not just now: his whole Afterlife, ever since he was reanimated. This school, that school, before Chloe, after Chloe, and now with Stamp and me. I lean into him, to show him I understand, that I care, and he nuzzles his chin on the top of my head, you know, the way guys do.


  It feels good, and I don’t want to think it was Val scoping us out. I want to be anonymous, boring. I can’t believe undercover Sentinel skanks are watching our every move, like Dane believes they are.


  “It probably wasn’t her,” I say. “We’re just being paranoid.”


  “Yeah, probably.”


  We’re almost back to the front entrance of the theater, all fake spooky with cobwebs in the windows and plastic ivy on the brick facade. A little girl in a Victorian apron and bonnet hands out pictures to our fans.


  She nods at us warily, as if she’s going to tell our manager about our little between-show excursion.


  “Let her,” Dane says, reading my mind as we enter the darkness of the theater. “If it was Val, I don’t see us being under the radar for too much longer anyway.”


  “And if it wasn’t?” I open the door to backstage.


  He pauses on the bottom step below me, shrugs. “Then we tell Mr. Frears we were just hunting down some audience member who forgot her camera.”


  He smiles as if this is actually what happened.


  I smack him again on the shoulder and turn, finding Stamp standing there, still in his stage makeup, tapping one shoe on the floor.


  “Where the hell did you guys go?”


  “Didn’t you hear me? That little girl from the third row dropped her camera,” I say, taking Dane’s cue.


  “So you had to go halfway around the park to catch her?” He’s clearly not buying it.


  “What can I say?” Dane slides into his cast chair and grabs a makeup remover pad. “She was a lot faster than a couple of zombies.”
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  That’s definitely zombie flesh,” Dane murmurs Rainman-like a few mornings later. “Definitely. Zombie. Flesh.”


  Yes, we’re back in his stupid room.


  Yes, we’re studying stupid pictures of stupid Val on his stupid computer.


  And no, we’re not doing anything else. Not one little thing.


  Dude. Is. Obsessed.


  “You don’t know that,” I remind him for the 673rd time.


  “Look!” he says, as if he’s suddenly remembered I’m in the room with him, as if I haven’t already given it 1,000 looks, as if my neck isn’t going to snap in half from looking so much. “Look at the way the concealer is smudged on her wrist in this one picture. See, I’ve blown the image up. Now, I ask you, who else but a zombie would have gray skin underneath?”


  We’re looking at another random club picture of Stamp with the Val chick hiding playfully behind him. Her small, pale hand is clutching the sleeve of his black-and-white-striped hoodie, and Dane has blown it up as far as he can without all the little pixel thingies showing up.


  “Maybe the concealer is gray and her flesh is pale,” I counter, mad because if we don’t put this Is-Val-a-Sentinel controversy to rest soon, I’m going to start looking into ways to unzombiefy myself—permanently.


  “Yeah, that sounds reasonable.” He scoffs in that I’ve-been-a-zombie-longer-than-you way that always irks me for some reason. “What human in her right mind wants her skin to look like ours?”


  “Speak for yourself,” I huff, standing from the twin bed next to his computer, since he’s been hogging the desk chair all week. “While you’ve been obsessing over Val and her potential zombieness, I’ve been hitting the tanning booths without you, so I think I look pretty normal.”


  In fact, though I would never admit this to Dane, I kind of look better than normal. (Zombie normal, that is.) My new zombie skin doesn’t hold the tan as long as my human skin once upon a Before Life, but if I go for an hour every other day or so, I at least look less gray and almost, vaguely human.


  Enough to take my hoodie down on the way to work the last few days and not tug on my long sleeves till they cover my wrists and fingers all the time. And after one more teeth-whitening session, I might even be able to smile again. You know, not all the time, but at least more than I do now. Lots more.


  Wow, imagine that. Smiling versus biting my lip.


  I never thought I’d do that again.


  “You looked fine before,” he grunts, finally turning around in his chair and giving me some attention as I linger at his doorway. “I mean, you look fine now, but there was nothing wrong with you before.”


  “That’s kind of nice of you to say.” I grin but not all the way. “I think.”


  “We are what we are,” he says somberly, ruining it. “Tanning beds and teeth whitening and facials and all that stuff—I’ve been there, tried that, and it’s a lot of work. To keep up with, I mean. And expensive. You’ll see. Besides, I kind of like the real you.”


  “Wait,” I say, ignoring the kind-of comment. “You mean, the old real me or the new real me?”


  “Which do you think?”


  “I think you dance around the answer too much.”


  “The new old you, before you started trying to impress Val for Sunday dinner or whoever you’re trying to impress now.”


  I shake my head and slip from the room, leaving him in rueful silence. This is all getting too funky. With Dane and Stamp under the same roof, I mean. It’s too much. I know he wants to keep us all safe, but I need to move out. Seriously.


  It’s too much like marriage up in here. Family. Nine to five. Like my mom and dad used to be once upon a time, and look how that turned out. Mom taking off with the yoga instructor. Dad working 70 hours a week to get over it. Me rubbing graves after school.


  But this is even worse because we’re kids, really. And we’re still figuring it all out. Between us, I mean. The moody silences and giddy rushes and slamming doors and dancing in the middle of the night—when we’re not exercising, that is. And Stamp coming in at all hours, and Dane resenting it, and me hating it. Ugghh. Just … I can do soap opera on my own.


  I drift into the living room, which still looks like a living room in case Val ever makes it for dinner, which Stamp keeps promising she will even though Dane and I both know that, no, she won’t.


  Which is kind of okay with me because, frankly, I don’t know if the million-dollar spaghetti I froze from the other night will taste as fresh. Not that I care. I won’t be eating any of it. Still, if he cares about her that much—and, of course, if she’s not a Sentinel trying to trick us—I’d like her to at least enjoy the food.


  Stamp has already come and gone for the morning, despite the hour. He likes to stay away from the apartment as much as possible, coming home late and leaving early to drift through the local mall or go from coffee shop to coffee shop, testing how far and how fast he can blend with the Normals.


  I have to admit, even with my latest efforts at playing it human, Stamp has me beat. Dane, too. Maybe it’s because Stamp’s newer. He’s certainly been a zombie for a much shorter time than Dane has. Whatever the reasons, he’s just more Normal-looking.


  Dane says that happens sometimes. Just like there are tall zombies and short zombies, boy zombies and girl zombies, there are some real zombie-ass-looking zombies and then there are zombies who look more like, you know, the human people they once were.


  Yeah, but I don’t know. Maybe I’m just imagining it all or remembering his prezombie self too strongly to ever see him as anything other than alive. But it certainly doesn’t hurt him with the ladies. Of all those pictures on his phone, every one was full of adoring human lady flesh.


  I walk through the empty living room to grab the morning paper from the front porch, wondering what it would be like to stroll through the world so confidently that you don’t just pass as a Normal but you’re actually physically attractive to Normals as well.


  The locks—all three of them—sound stiff, and I quickly open the door to the chilly dawn. I bend to grab the paper from the cheesy, scratchy welcome mat we bought at the dollar store when we first moved in. It’s faded fast and the O and M are pretty much missing, but we’re too cheap or lazy to replace it. I shake the dew off the paper’s plastic wrap and carry the news inside, triple-locking the door behind me as I go.


  The stationary bike is in my room—has been since the night Val didn’t show—and I open the paper and unfold it onto the flimsy black reading tray Dane drilled in place between the handlebars weeks ago.


  If you’re thinking it’s some big romantic gesture he did for me, don’t. He just wanted to be able to set his game player on it after the hunk of junk ran out of juice.


  Still, it works for the paper as well. I pedal as I read the national front-page headlines. It’s about 20 minutes before I finally get to the local section. Then I stop.


  Stop pedaling. Stop reading.


  And if I could, I’d stop breathing.


  “Uh, Dane?” I say sternly to the thin bedroom wall. “Can you come in here for a minute?”


  “What’d you do? Break the pedal off again?” I hear the chair creak and his sneakers whisper on the cheap shag rug as he walks into my room.


  “Maddy?” he says when he sees my face. “What’s up?”


  “Does this building look familiar to you?” I point with a trembling finger to the picture of the large gray structure, the one with the faded blue trim, on the front of the local section.


  “Wait, hold up. Is that our place?”


  I nod.


  He leans in behind me, skin luxuriantly cold against the back of my neck.


  Actually, it’s Building D. We’re Building C. But the picture is definitely of The Socialite, our ironically named cheap-ass, skid row apartment complex.


  “What happened?” he says.


  But I know he’s just a few words away from figuring out, so I zip it until he does.


  “Oh.” He walks away to lean on the chin-up bar in the corner. And again: “Oh.”


  I stop pedaling. I didn’t even realize my legs were still going without my brain attached. I turn toward him. “Oh? One of our neighbors goes missing from one building over, and that’s all you have to say? Oh?”


  He shrugs, shoulders firm in a V-neck T-shirt from his never-ending supply. I’m convinced he was a main shareholder of the Hanes Corp. in his Before Life. “We’re not in Barracuda Bay anymore, Maddy. This is the big city. Stuff like that happens.”


  I nod, because, yeah, I’m not stupid. But if that’s the case, then why is he avoiding my eyeballs so hard?


  “Okay, well, so it’s okay for you to obsess about Val’s fake concealer smudge and stare at it for hours on end, but I can’t even discuss an actual neighbor going missing in the last few days without you rolling your eyes at me?”


  He shrugs again.


  I read the most alarming passage aloud, just to get his attention:


  Mrs. Ortega explains that her teenage son, Rudy, went out early Sunday evening to grab some milk and bananas from the bodega across the street and never returned.


  The Ortega family drove around for hours that night, searching in vain, before reporting Rudy missing early the next morning.


  “This isn’t like him at all,” said Mrs. Ortega when asked for a quote. “He has his cell phone on him constantly, even to run a simple errand just across the street. If he could, he would call. I think that means he can’t.”


  Local authorities say that—


  “Sounds like Rudy just doesn’t want to be found,” Dane says.


  I toss the paper back onto the wobbly black tray.


  “And if I was a human teen living in this dump, I’d run away too.” He grunts.


  “That’s not funny.”


  He nods, meeting my gaze for a moment before quickly looking away again.


  “Think about it. This all went down on Sunday night. This Sunday night. Million-dollar-spaghetti Sunday night? Val-standing-us-up Sunday night? I went to that bodega to pick up some fresh cream probably just a few hours before that kid went missing. That’s not making your limbs go tingly or anything?”


  I think of how Stamp always calls that bodega the Culturally Confused Convenience Store because of the Latin music and the Asian shrine and the variety of crazy ingredients it sells. I think of how the guy behind the counter knows when I need a phone card or just a bottle of Gargantuan Grape soda. I picture Rudy in there, wandering around, looking for bananas and milk. Maybe we were even there at the same time and I never noticed.


  Dane shrugs, starts to say something, must know I’m going to verbally spank him for it, and wisely keeps his mouth shut.


  “So hold up. You don’t think it’s even the least bit fishy? A local teen going missing in the same complex as a trio of zombies? Are you forgetting the Curse of Third Period Home Ec?”


  He snorts. “I’m not forgetting it, but one kid going missing is hardly a curse.”


  I can’t tell if he’s so obsessed lately with unmasking Val that he’s not hearing me or if, more likely, he doesn’t want me to worry. And yet, it’s all too creepily familiar to ignore.


  I can’t help but picture my BFF, Hazel, sitting in Home Ec, endlessly twisting one long, red lock of hair around her finger, sounding as alarmed then as I do now. I blew her off. “There’s no curse,” I said. “You’re imagining things,” I said. “Grow up,” I said.


  Who was I trying to protect all those many mortal months ago?


  Hazel? Or myself?


  And look at what happened to us then! One zombie—sorry, Zerker—infestation later, and here we are. Cursed. Forever. No more Hazel, no more Chloe, and the bodies are still piling up. Or, in this case, being hidden away.


  I quickly discovered what few people know: not just what it’s like to be undead but that there are two kinds of undead. Us, the good guys, the zombie zombies who choose to live among the Normals, eat medically donated or ethically acquired brains, and avoid violence. And the bad guys: the Zerkers.


  The Zerkers are the ones who can’t or won’t control themselves, who eat brains, flesh, bones, whatever they can devour, only try to pass when it suits their needs, and do everything they can to make a regular zombie’s life hell on earth.


  The Zerkers are the reason the Sentinels exist in the first place. They’re why zombies need cops: guys in uniform who enforce the laws and keep the world safe, not from zombies but from Zerkers. And if it weren’t for Zerkers, Dane and Stamp and I wouldn’t be here right now. We’d still be passing for Normals back in Barracuda Bay, wearing lots of makeup and Goth clothes. Maybe sticking out a little but basically fitting in.


  Instead, the Zerkers decided to mess with us, break the Zerker-Zombie truce, and back us into a corner. If we hadn’t stopped them at that Fall Formal, by now they would have turned half of Barracuda Bay, maybe all of it. But try getting the Sentinels to understand that.


  Okay, okay, so maybe Dane’s right. Maybe one kid from our apartment complex going missing—skipping town, fleeing to the nearest American Idol audition, or whatever—isn’t exactly the same thing as the Zerkers picking off my Barracuda Bay High classmates one by one. But still, it’s enough to make me pick the paper up, fold it tightly, and save it just in case.


  I turn to find Dane studying me from across the room. It’s not a big room and more cluttered now than ever with the three exercise machines we moved in. His dark eyes are even more piercing than usual, which is saying something.


  “What’s going on?” I say quietly.


  We’ve been circling each other so carefully, between Stamp’s feelings and work and Val being a Sentinel or not, that I’m hungry to just talk to him.


  He opens his mouth but stops. Finally, he says, “I don’t know,” and he doesn’t look away.


  “So what should we do? You always said to be packed and ready at a moment’s notice.”


  I look toward my closet, where a single backpack has everything a good zombie could need for a fast getaway: leggings, socks, sneakers, hoodie, shades—all black—switchblade, Swiss Army knife, umbrella, three cans of cat food with brain as the main ingredient …


  You know, all the essentials.


  He follows my gaze, then looks at me.


  So I say, “Is this ‘in case’?”


  He shrugs again, velvety muscles rippling beneath his tight shirt as the sunrise glows through the barely open blinds behind my head. “I don’t think I’m ready to pick up stakes and skip town after all we’ve done to fit in here, but I do think it’s time to get more serious about Stamp.”


  “How do you mean? ‘Cause I’ve been thinking and, well, I know this sounds petty and all, but I totally think we should ground him, straight up. That would do it.”


  He chuckles lazily at my even lazier attempt at humor. “I’m not sure our boy would stand for that at his age. But what he doesn’t know might be good for him.”


  “Sounds sneaky. Go on …”
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  You think he’ll notice us?” I say as we tail Stamp out of the bustling employee parking lot after work later that day.


  Stamp guns it straight into early evening traffic.


  Dane, a more careful and patient driver, prefers the ease-in approach. He grips the wheel and tries to stay close to Stamp’s rugged green Jeep—but not too close. “Maybe I should have borrowed someone else’s car, huh?” he says helplessly as Stamp races two car lengths ahead.


  “Next time.” I force my fingers out of the dashboard and fold them together on my lap instead.


  Dane drives a giant, ancient four-door, which he bought used for $600 and spent our first month in Orlando restoring night and day. We’re talking 30 straight days of changing the oil, switching out belts and checking the timing, and rotating the tires. Now it runs like a top, even if it looks like something my dad might drive to a crime scene.


  “If there is a next time.” He grunts, pushing through a yellow light so we don’t lose Stamp completely.


  Stamp has a real lead foot. I never knew this about him. I mean, maybe it’s a recent thing because when we were dating, if anything, he drove real slow. Trying to get to the movies on time with Stamp was like trying to get Dane to listen to anything but smooth jazz, i.e. hard work.


  Then I think maybe he’s just really eager to see Val. Then I frown because, seriously, why did he never seem that excited to see me?


  “This isn’t as fun as it looks,” Dane says through gritted teeth as we leave Orlando’s resort area and head toward the scruffy side of its glittering downtown, dodging insane tourists who don’t know where they’re going, all the while keeping an eye on Lead Foot Stamp Crosby himself. You know, without Stamp keeping an eye on us.


  “Yeah, I’ve always wanted to follow someone, but it’s really stressful—and I’m not even driving.”


  “Tomorrow you drive.” Dane smiles, but I know he means it. Macho as he is, he’s definitely not old-fashioned. He’s just as happy for me to drive as him, and when it comes to hunting for brains, he’s more than happy for me to go meet our creepy contact behind the local morgue rather than do it himself.


  Stamp pulls off I-4, the main east-west interstate running through downtown Orlando, on two wheels.


  “Hmmm,” I murmur as Stamp blows through a stop sign to steer down a mostly deserted industrial center. “I don’t remember Stamp ever breaking so many laws to catch up with me after work.”


  Dane smirks as we inch into weed-covered, giant-warehouses-on-every-block, scary-movie-after-dark territory. “He probably figured you had a little longer to wait around than a human girl.”


  I slug him, and he pulls on the brakes.


  “Dang, I didn’t hit you that—”


  He shushes me, pointing out the window as he backs into a dark alley on the opposite corner from a giant, brown warehouse. “He’s stopped.”


  I peer out, but he’s backed in so far I can’t see anything.


  “Dane.” I slip from the car and only partially close my door so Stamp won’t hear me.


  “Maddy, don’t.”


  But in two steps he’s right there behind me.


  Stamp’s Jeep is parked in front of a four-story warehouse. There’s a fence around it, rusty with barbed wire on top, but it’s open. Broken windows line the building’s top floor, and there’s a rusty fire escape from the roof all the way to the ground.


  “Val’s?” Dane whispers, pointing to the front door.


  It’s not dark out yet, though it’s getting close. We stick by the wall to the alley, walking so slowly we’re starting to get on each other’s nerves, all because Stamp has yet to get out of the Jeep.


  “What is he doing in there?” Dane says.


  “Don’t get me started. Dude is so slow.”


  “No, I know he’s slow, but what can he be doing in the front seat of his car for so long?”


  “Well, let me count the ways. First he fixes his hair in the rearview. Then he’ll straighten out the coins in his ashtray. He’ll drink the last of his Sports Slurp because he doesn’t want to waste any. He’ll take the knots out of his seat belt, and that’s all before he cues up his music for the ride home—”


  “Wait, what? Doesn’t he just listen to the same music on the way home?”


  “Are you kidding me? He has playlists for everything. Working out, not working out, making out, not making out, walking, running, going someplace, coming back, sitting still, standing up.”


  “But what’s the difference? Going someplace, coming back. Isn’t it all the same?”


  “Not to Stamp. He likes fast music for going someplace and slow music for coming back. Duh.”


  Dane shakes his head. Then he looks at me funny, as if he’s surprised I would pay attention to my boyfriend’s music. And in a way, he kind of seems impressed. I think he always thought I was using Stamp to make Dane jealous those first few months after we left Barracuda Bay burning in our rearview.


  I think that’s why Dane was kind of distant after Stamp and I broke up, like he thought I was just a bit of a user or something. But lately I think he’s seen how much I care for Stamp, boyfriend or ex, and he’s warmed up to me a little because of it.


  Either that or I’m totally losing my mind and making it all up.


  Finally Stamp’s door creaks and his long legs bleed onto the pavement. He stands tall and looks around, and I wonder if in his carelessness this is the first time he’s stopped and checked to see if anyone’s following him.


  I look at Dane and can tell by the set of his jaw that he’s thinking the same thing. We both turn back to Stamp in time to hear his phone ring. Hmmm, I guess we are pretty close to the action after all.


  He frowns at the phone, sees the incoming call, and then, as if the caller can see him, smiles.


  “Val,” Dane and I say at the same time.


  “Hey, babe,” says Stamp, all goofy smile and eager-to-please voice. “Yeah, just got here. What? You told me to hurry! How can you not be—? Oh, wait.”


  He waves, clicks off the call. I could swear he’s waving at us, but in fact, he’s waving to someone walking by on the opposite sidewalk.


  Dane and I duck, peeking through dented, empty trash cans the whole while.


  It is Val, the chick from Stamp’s cell phone pictures.


  But this time she’s live and so close we can hear her shoes scrape the concrete, hear the little jewels hanging off her pink purse jingle against her gently shaking rump.


  She looks sexier in person. She’s more petite than short and thinner than she looked on-screen with Dane blowing her up bigger and bigger each time we looked at her. She’s wearing slinky black yoga pants that match the stripes on the sleeves of her hot-pink hoodie. The hood’s down to show off her spiky blonde hair. It’s black at the roots but purposefully to match her dark eye shadow and grubby black fingernails. Her pink-and-black sneakers give her an extra inch or two, and she walks with the limber jaunt of a human, plus a shake-it-don’t-break-it strut.


  She’s pale, but so many girls are these days. Not so much to avoid skin cancer or tanning beds but just for fashion’s sake. Besides, she doesn’t show much skin anyway. Her wrists, maybe. A little ankle when she takes a quick step. Her throat. Her face. That’s about it.


  “Waddya think?” I say, watching Dane watch her firm backside.


  “Nice,” he grunts.


  I don’t slap him. I punch him. Hard. Like, Whac-A-Zerker hard.


  Even so, it’s a little like granite getting punched by granite. Neither one of us budges. Much. Okay, so I budge a little.


  “Oh, sorry,” he says, avoiding my glare. “I can’t—it’s hard to tell. We’ll need a better look.”


  “How did I know you’d say that?”


  Val doesn’t walk so much as ooze to Stamp, like greasy green amoebas do to one another under a microscope, slipping and sliding all over each other until you can’t tell, and don’t much care anymore, which is which.


  He’s so tall and she’s so petite, it’s easy for her arms to wrap around his waist as her chin hits his chest. He somehow manages to lean down enough to plant a cold, dry kiss on her open and willing lips.


  I groan. Out loud, and I don’t much care who hears it at this point.


  Dane nods, but I notice he’s still eyeing the skank’s derriere appreciatively.


  Stamp opens the door to his Jeep, and she slides up and in, dark eyes still on him as he shuts the door and races around to his side.


  “Somebody’s whipped,” Dane says.


  I nudge him. “You know I hate that term.”


  “Maybe so, but the evidence is all there.”


  “Don’t remind me,” I say a little louder as Stamp’s engine grinds to life.


  His Jeep backs up roughly and speeds past our hiding spot.


  “Come on,” Dane urges once we can no longer hear the Jeep engine.


  “Why? What are we doing?”


  “Breaking in.”
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  I guess you could call Val’s place a loft since most of the warehouse is empty and she apparently uses only about a quarter of a quarter of it to actually live in. Still, that quarter is pretty sweet. (This coming from a chick who shares an apartment with two of the most inconsiderate zombies on the planet.)


  “Check out that killer TV,” Dane says loudly, as if we’re not breaking and entering at that very moment. “It’s gotta be 60 inches, if not more.”


  “I didn’t even think they came that big.” I’ve never been a big TV girl, but seriously this is a big TV. We’re talking never-need-to-go-to-the-movie-theater-again big.


  In fact, this TV is so big it’s the focal point of Val’s whole living space. There is a kind of kitchen area, with one of those small dorm fridges like Dad keeps in his office back home and a microwave and a coffeemaker and a hot plate.


  I see a washtub and a clothesline, where teeny-tiny panties and bras and lots of yoga pants and hoodies hang. There is a cot with dirty, twisty sheets and a leather couch and a love seat and that TV and a huge stack of DVDs, mostly chick flicks and monster movies.


  And that’s about it.


  The different areas of the loft are separated by those cool Asian screens so that you can’t really see one until you’re in it. There are four screens, one red, one black, one brown, and one unvarnished pine. Some have little slats with opaque white paper in them, and some have slats with no paper, and all are amazing.


  “See.” I admire the dark red one, bringing it to Dane’s attention. “This is what I was suggesting for our place.”


  “Maddy, focus. This isn’t Dockside Imports, okay? It’s potentially a Sentinel’s lair, and we need to be serious about all this.”


  Then he looks a little more closely. “One of these would be cool. But, no, come on. We’ll shop later. For now, find me some zombie evidence, ‘kay?”


  But I spot him looking back at the screen more than once even as we continue to search.


  “I dunno, Dane, she looks pretty human to me.”


  “So do we.” He looks under throw pillows and peeks behind the panty-strewn clothesline. “That’s the whole point of passing, remember? If she’s a Sentinel, she will have taken a class in all this stuff.”


  We start in the fridge, where it’s standard single-gal-living-alone stuff: yogurt cups and cans of coffee drinks. In the cupboard are gluten-free protein bars. But that’s not enough for Dane. He actually looks in the trash to make sure there are empty yogurt cups, cans, and protein bar wrappers. There are.


  I smirk but am not really happy about it. Something in me would almost like Val to be a Sentinel. Not because I have a death wish or anything, but it would make me feel better if she were seducing Stamp as part of a mission rather than, you know, actually being in love with him. Selfish though it sounds, I’d rather Stamp get played by a Sentinel than have Val really have the hots for my ex.


  But so far she’s looking pretty human. The hot plate is coated in dried and burned food, ramen noodle dregs cling to a sticky pot in the sink, and clean overturned glasses rest on a dish towel.


  “Come on, come on,” I say, convinced Val and Stamp will walk through the door any minute. “I hate doing this stuff. Let’s go.”


  “This is what we’re here for. To make sure. We have to take our time and do it right, despite the risks.”


  “I know and I’m doing it, but … don’t you ever watch the movies? The good guys always get caught doing this stuff. Let’s be smarter than them and get out.”


  “We are smarter than them. We’re zombies, and we’ve lasted this long without being caught by the Sentinels. Why? Because we do stuff that sucks: never driving to work the same way twice, triple-locking the door every time we leave, avoiding big crowds. Now buckle down and do this, and we’ll be gone long before they get home.”


  Yeah, famous last words.


  I follow him around just the same, urging him along.


  “I can’t find anything,” he says, and his tone is downright mournful.


  “Good. So she’s human, just another one of Stamp’s dumb skanks, right? We’re good.”


  We stand there, in the middle of Val’s loft, looking at each other.


  “I don’t think so. I really don’t. Who lives like this? Alone, in a warehouse, where she can do whatever she wants any time of day or night, with no Normal neighbors around? That sounds like zombie behavior, not skank behavior.”


  “Maybe, but if we get caught here and she is a Sentinel, isn’t our goose pretty much cooked anyway?”


  Dane looks at me funny. “Maddy, what do you think we’re going to do for the rest of our lives? Put on makeup and entertain guests at theme parks? This is our life now. Get used to it. We will always be on the run, and the Sentinels will always be chasing us. We will never know if one is standing right next to us if we don’t start checking out everyone who even tries to get close. Now we have to find out if this is one of those times—for our good, for Stamp’s good—so chill.”


  I take a step back and nod twice. Maybe he is right. And if she is a Sentinel? And she does come back and try to stomp us? Well, it’s two against one. Dane and I have won with those odds before.


  “Okay, look at this place. What’s her hobby? Obviously, it’s watching TV. Look at that bad boy. I mean, you don’t get a 100-inch TV screen if you’re not a major couch potato. So let’s look for a cable bill or something. See if she’s renting movies on demand at all hours of the night, right?”


  Dane nods, his round eyes showing me he’s impressed. He finds a stack of bills in the drawer of one of those build-it-yourself desks you can get at Family Value Mart for $19.99. I swear we have the same model—only in black, natch.


  I watch him rifle through the power bill, the water bill, some credit card bills, until his eyes get really big.


  “What?”


  “Chick spent nearly a grand last month at Wisteria’s Secret Lingerie Corner in the mall.”


  I smack him.


  He drops the bill, pulls up another, then clicks his tongue. “Jackpot.” He unravels her cable bill. It’s like Santa’s naughty list or something. It stretches to a full three sheets. “Dang, this chick is in some serious love with all-night cable.”


  But it’s more than that. Every night, from about midnight through 8:00 a.m., Val rents movie after movie, night after night. It’s not just once or twice a week, like when a Normal might have insomnia. It’s every night.


  A horn sounds in the distance, and we both look up.


  I’m suddenly aware my hands are trembling.


  Dane shoves the papers in the drawer, and we make tracks out the same door we came in, locking it behind us and slipping the spare key under the rock where the dumb skank leaves it.


  But it’s a false alarm. There’s nobody outside when at last we crouch alongside Val’s car, creeping our way back toward Dane’s. The sky is dark now, and we have no idea where they’ve gone or when they’ll be back.


  “So what now?” I ask as we settle into his car. “Are we gonna have a good, old-fashioned stakeout?”


  Dane rubs his long fingers across his stubbly scalp—never a good sign for the bad guys. “I have a better idea.”
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    Zombies Don’t Collate

  


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  What are we gonna do, staple her to death?” I ask Dane as he careens off the street into the 24-hour Office Profits store a few blocks away.


  A smile creeps across his face, as if he’s seriously considering the notion. “Well,” he says, slipping the keys out of the ignition, “it’s a little early for that yet, but let’s keep it on the back burner.”


  His smile is gone, and I’m not sure if he’s joking. If not, look out.


  The store is a lot less deserted than I figured it would be. I mean, who needs office supplies after business hours? Lame music plays overhead while I reach for a cart.


  It’s habit, I guess, but Dane stills my hand with a gentle touch. “We don’t need that.”


  I nod and follow him through an aisle full of nothing but—I’m not making this up—paper clips. At the end is a little store within a store called Copy Tronix. Or, at least, that’s what the neon sign announces over the bored teenager’s head.


  She fiddles with a calculator, then perks up when she sees Dane coming.


  Most girls do. I try to look at him from her perspective: close-cropped hair, that prowling walk of his, the placid face, the endless pools of his dark eyes, his razor wire muscles and tight-fitting clothes.


  She looks a little like the old me right now, the one who used to linger outside Dane’s Shop class just for a peep at him. Dazed, confused, intrigued, not understanding why.


  He’s not classically handsome. He’s too dead for that. But there’s definitely something about him that makes your senses sit up and do a double take. And under these harsh retail lights, I ask you, who does look human?


  “How can I help you?” she asks. Him. She asks him, like I’m not even there.


  I wish I knew what we were doing here. I’d answer for him, make her look at me. She’s young and cute in that fleshy, alive way, with the tan skin and full lips and lungs that breathe and heart that beats. She has on black jeans and a red golf shirt, the same uniform of Office Profits employees I’ve seen sauntering around the place, although none of them were bursting out of the seams the way this chick is.


  Wait. That’s a name tag. Brittni. Of course.


  Dane leans on the counter casually. “Actually, Brittni, we were hoping you could help us.”


  I smell something funny and look at his face, and he’s chewing gum. Where’d he get gum? And why?


  “How so?” She giggles.


  Dane finally looks at me. “My girlfriend and I here, we’re trying to play a prank on a friend.”


  I stand a little straighter while Brittni’s face does a kind of double crumble. What a weirdo Dane is. He chews gum for her but in the same nonbreath calls me his girlfriend for, like, the first time ever. Weird. Sweet, astonishing, brave, kind, and generous but totally, lovably weird.


  I slink into him a little more, waiting to hear where this is going.


  “We’re trying to get some information out of him without coming right out and asking, so we were hoping you could help us think of a survey.”


  She’s gotten over the whole crush-worthy-guy-has-a-girlfriend thing and perked up again. Mood swing much? “Like, what type of survey?”


  Her voice is kind of chirpy, and I like it. She reminds me of someone I’d be friends with if I still went to high school. How odd. Only a few months ago I was attending the Fall Formal as a student, and now I’m looking at this chick as if she’s from another species: high school student.


  Yeah, I feel old, ugly, pale, and thin next to Brittni, but still there’s something about her I like.


  Now Dane looks at me. I guess survey was as far as his mind has gone.


  I look back at Brittni and smile awkwardly. “Well, like, let’s say we had a company and we were going to send people out onto the streets to ask them questions. That kind of survey.”


  “Yeah, yeah, a survey taker’s survey,” Dane says.


  Brittni puts on her thinking face: pouty lips, flared nostrils, closed eyes.


  Dane and I give each other an arched eyebrow look.


  Brittni opens her eyes. “Well, what industry?”


  We give her major WTF faces, and she smiles. I knew I kinda liked her.


  “I mean, you need to build the survey around something your friend is interested in. So, like, skateboarding, dirt bikes, energy drinks, what?”


  See, this is the problem with lying. You tell one, you gotta tell 99 more.


  Dane looks at me. I can see where he’s going, and watching him look helpless is kind of a joy. It’s not a friend we’re trying to stump, and the survey is really just an excuse, I’m figuring, to walk up to Val and introduce ourselves without looking like stalkers.


  I wish zombies could read minds, ‘cause it would be really nice to bounce ideas off him right now. I think of Val and her loft and blurt, “TV!”


  Dane looks relieved. “Yeah, let’s pretend we work for some company surveying, what, her viewing interests?”


  Brittni gets into it, whipping out a notepad. “That’s good. That’s good. We can ask what kind of movies she likes. Thrillers or rom coms—you know.” She has a pink pen with glitter in it and on it and an even pinker fuzzy ball on top, and she whips it around furiously while she makes up fake questions.


  We work on it for nearly an hour, Dane, Brittni, and I. She’s kinda awesome once she gets going, and I find myself wishing Stamp would go for someone who was at least fun to hang with, unlike the last few chicks he’s brought around: rude, anonymous, empty-eyed, bubble-head girls you’d rather strangle than spend 10 minutes talking to.


  When we’ve listed enough questions, Brittni helps us work up a template for the survey, complete with a company name—that takes awhile—and formats the pages on the computer. She’s really good, detailed.


  “It’ll take about 40 minutes to print,” she says with pouty lips. “We’re kinda backed up.”


  Dane smiles. “That’s cool. Listen, do you know anywhere that sells clothes at this hour?”


  We follow Brittni’s directions to an all-night Clothes Mart a couple of shopping centers over. They’re all connected, and since we’re just looking for some pants and a couple of shirts, we walk.


  “She’s nice,” Dane says as we wait for the crosswalk light to flash white.


  I slug his shoulder. “Is nice code for hot or something?”


  Dane shakes his head. “It’s weird, but live girls are almost another species, you know?”


  I do a double take because that’s what I was just thinking. Get out of my head, dude.


  The streetlight casts more shadows than usual on his pale face.


  “So what does that make me?” I say, only half-joking.


  He bumps me with his hip and says, without looking at me, “It makes you my species.”


  Before I can figure out if that’s a compliment or a dig, he takes my hand and we cross with the light.


  Hey, for Dane, that might as well be flowers and chocolates.
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  Don’t you think she’ll know we’re full of it?” I ask a few hours later as we return from the Office Profits store downtown, printed surveys in hand and scented with sweet Brittni’s cheap perfume.


  Dane smiles wickedly, walking a little taller, a little meaner, now that he’s in charge again and ready to kick a little Sentinel butt. “That’s the whole point. This way we get to see if she’s a Sentinel. If she’s just some random, clueless hot pants who digs pale, cold, heartless guys like Stamp, she’ll giggle it off. But if she’s the real deal, if she thinks we’re onto her, hell, yeah, she’ll be ticked.”


  I dig it when Dane gets all evil mastermind—like.


  It’s nearly midnight by now, and Stamp and Val have just pulled into the warehouse driveway. She’s pouring herself out of the Jeep the same way she oozed herself in, not waiting for him to hold her door anymore. She’s laughing at something he’s just said.


  What? Stamp’s a comedian all of a sudden?


  Music blasts from the stereo, one of Stamp’s clubbing playlists, no doubt. Or, even worse, maybe some list she made for him. Grossness. It cuts out as he yanks the key from the ignition.


  The night goes quiet. The only sound is Val’s shoes scraping the pavement.


  We hang close to the nearest warehouse next door.


  Stamp is still in his latest favorite hoodie, the black one with the white stripes and the extra-long sleeves that cover his hands. His hair’s still spiky, his cords gray, his sneakers black.


  I hold my new clipboard anxiously, clicking and unclicking the top of my new pen.


  Dane leans in and gently holds the top of my hand still.


  We share a glance so close, so intimate there is nothing to do but kiss softly in the moonlight.


  A bark of laughter interrupts us.


  Dane looks up, past my head, and smiles. “Showtime.” Moments later, he’s saying, “Stamp?” and purposefully scuffling forward in his brand-new dress shoes.


  We pass the barbed wire fence surrounding Val’s warehouse. Come to think of it, what’s the frickin’ rent on your own personal warehouse anyway? ‘Cause, the way she’s texting Stamp 24/7, it’s not like the chick could possibly have a job.


  I pick the seat of my ill-fitting black pants out of my wedge and straighten my thin black tie as we approach. They’re still flirting and holding hands by Stamp’s Jeep.


  Stamp sees us first, eyes getting big. Then he nods, then smiles. God love this kid. He’s just a big teddy bear with pecs.


  “Dane? Maddy?” he says, sounding genuinely surprised.


  But it’s not Stamp I’m watching. It’s Val.


  And she’s pissed. Pissed behind a smile but pissed just the same.


  And suddenly I’m with Team Dane on this one. If she’s just a Normal club chick with a buzz and the munchies after a night out with Stamp, why is she being all passive-aggressive with us?


  “Stamp?” she squeaks past the smile glued to her lips.


  But Stamp’s still kind of marveling at the spectacle of us.


  So now she’s yanking down on his hoodie sleeve to get his attention. “Stamp, honey? Are these the friends you’ve been telling me about?”


  Her voice is so phony, I can feel the scorn at 15 paces. I mean, she practically barfs the word friends.


  “Yeah.” He chuckles, goofily, like he’s still in the club and we’ve just walked up. “These are my, uh, roomies.” He looks at me a little pointedly, as if to say, Don’t go all crazy ex-girlfriend on me now, okay? Then, still smiling, he adds, “Guys, this is Val, the chick, er, the girl I’ve been telling you about.”


  “Has he ever!” Dane extends a hand, and his extra-long cuff rasps against his dead skin.


  Time slows down just a smidge as we wait for her to shake it. Because you can fool a Normal if you have the time. You can sit on your hands when you know a Normal’s going to touch them. But Val hasn’t had the time.


  So when or if she reaches for Dane’s hand, all bets are off. He’ll feel it, for sure, and then we’ll know. And then we can—


  “I can’t believe it.” She giggles in a burst of nervous energy, raising her hand to cover her mouth like some girls do. “What on earth are you doing here?”


  “Yeah,” Stamp says, suddenly curious. He looks at his watch with a wide rubber strap. “It’s nearly midnight. Shouldn’t you guys be at home working out together or something?”


  “Actually,” Dane says in the ultrafake voice he’s suddenly adopted, “we are working.” He pops his new white collar to show he’s dressed for work.


  “Yeah,” I blurt too soon, jumping the script ahead a few pages and catching a glare from Dane, who rehearsed it in the car with me about 62 times. “We weren’t making enough with the monster show, so we had to take second jobs. We were hoping you’d take a quick survey so we look good on our first day—”


  Val approaches, no longer hiding behind Stamp. In her eyes is a kind of predatory glee, like she’s the one catching us instead of the other way around. “At midnight?” she says, rolling her eyes. “May I ask what job requires you guys to go walking the streets at midnight?”


  “A new one,” Dane assures her, stepping just a little closer because, before the night is out, this dude will find out if Val is a zombie, one way or the other. “We’re just eager to please. New employees and all.”


  “Yeah, but guys,” Stamp says with a rumpled look on his normally unlined face, “this is a pretty rough neighborhood.” He looks around, as if we haven’t seen it for ourselves.


  “It’s not rough,” Val says, as if this is some kind of pleasant suburb and she’s in an apron and we’re all standing outside her white picket fence. “But it is deserted. And, how convenient that you just happen to run into Stamp and me on this otherwise completely vacant street.”


  Dane nods.


  The way she’s talking—so superior—I have to interject. “What about you, Val?” I say supersweetly. “I’m pretty sure Stamp said you live alone. What are you doing in this place all by yourself?”


  She is momentarily stumped, but then a sleazy smile crosses her leathery white face. “Oh, well, Stamp here keeps me company most nights, don’t you, lover?” She does that whole oozing amoeba thing again, sliding under his arm.


  But even Stamp looks uncomfortable and shoots me a quick apologetic look past Val’s blonde spikes. “W-w-well, not every night.”


  “Yeah,” Dane adds a little gruffly, shuffling closer. “I mean, Stamp’s home some nights like a good little boy, so you must get pretty scared staying out here alone, huh?”


  Val shrugs and loops her arm almost violently through Stamp’s. “Not really. I’m pretty tough, right, Stamp?” It sounds almost like a warning. She tugs him toward her and nearly folds him in half with the effort.


  He looks a little startled, then embarrassed.


  My throat clenches. Sentinel or not, zombie or not, Val is not someone Stamp should be with. And I’m not saying that as his ex. I’m saying it as his friend.


  Suddenly I can’t help but wonder why sweet Stamp has gone so sour. Has it been just to get away from us, like Dane says? Or did he always have an edge as a Normal that I missed because I was so caught up in being a zombie?


  Or maybe I’m just reacting the way most girls do when they see their ex’s new girlfriend. I honestly can’t fathom how a guy who was ever attracted to me, even in the slightest, could be attracted to a girl like Val.


  “So what is this new job of yours?” Val says, stepping in so that Stamp is pushed to the background.


  Dane and I share a look because, well, it’s the kind of move he taught me in the same scenario: protect your weaker link. So does that mean she has Sentinel training, or is she just an alpha witch? I’m getting alpha-witch vibe, but maybe that’s just me.


  “You guys must be really eager to please if you’re wandering around deserted areas in the middle of the night.”


  “Reader Response Corp,” Dane blurts, reading the name we made up for the top of the form. “They do surveys, customer satisfaction mostly, on all kinds of retail products.”


  “Really?” Val whips the clipboard out of Dane’s hand so fast he barely has time to react.


  I watch Val’s face as she scans the six stapled pages of questions we worked hard to write. (Well, Brittni did, mostly.) Things like this:


  Would you prefer to watch a thriller or chick flick on a first date?


  How often do you go to the movie theater in a month? Please circle the appropriate answer.


  Once.


  Twice.


  Three times.


  What is your favorite movie snack food? Please select one of the following items.


  Val’s face is priceless as she reads them. She goes from triumphant, clearly thinking she’s going to stump us and reveal some blank page BS that we just threw together, to petulant that we’ve stumped her, to finally looking downright impressed.


  “Wow. This is quite an elaborate survey for big-screen TVs. How ever did you know I had one?”


  “We didn’t.” I sigh, trying to out-act her. “But most people do these days. Do you? If you did, it would be great if you’d answer some of these. Maybe we could even go inside and—”


  But Val’s not having any of that. Instead, she has whipped out her cell phone and is reading the number on the survey form, the one right under the completely false Reader Response Corp logo Brittni helped us design.


  “Val?” Stamp looks at us uncomfortably, bordering on shooting us major WTF face. “Honey? Who could you be calling at this hour?” In his voice I hear the gentle, almost timid boy I fell in love with back at Barracuda Bay High. In that second of concern for her, for us, I hear the heartbreak that his existence has become since I saved his life—you know, by killing him. Again.


  He never wanted any of this. He never deserved any of this. And now he’s in danger because he’s running away from this.


  I shoot Dane a look, and he looks at me as if he’s thinking, Calm down. After all, the number goes straight to his cell phone voice mail, where helpful Brittni has recorded a greeting in her best bouffant-hairdo, polyester-skirt, headset, fake-receptionist voice:


  “Welcome to Reader Response Corporation. Your opinions are greatly valued. Our offices are open from 6:00 a.m. to 9:00 p.m. eastern standard time. Please call back during regular business hours to speak to a live operator. Thanks again for your valued contribution to our continued study of customer buying habits in your region …”


  I smile to hear Brittni’s voice now. We really should have tipped her more considering how much she helped us, though she seemed pretty stoked about the $20.


  Val hangs up in not-so-private frustration. “Of course it’s a recording.” She pockets her phone and hurls the clipboard toward Dane.


  Seriously, if he was human he’d be dead already. Witch has some serious arm.


  He catches it on the fly, avoiding certain decapitation, and puts another foot forward. “So I take that to mean you won’t be helping us with our survey tonight, Val.”


  No one, not even Stamp, can ignore the outright menace in his voice. Few people can evoke fear the way Dane can with that growl.


  But this Val chick? She’s hardly fazed.


  I’m inching away from him, and I know the dude.


  Val steps up. “No, Dane, we won’t. It’s late, and to be quite honest, I think you’re full of it. You and your little friend here and your clipboards and your clip-on ties—all of it.”


  “Really?” he barks.


  “Honey,” Stamp says, wedging between them. “Come on now. Why would they lie? And look at their outfits. No self-respecting”—Stamp looks at us, and I know from his saucer eyes that he was about to say zombie—”kid would wear those getups.”


  “They’re spying on us.” Val turns on her heel. “They’re just jealous. Jealous of us! Now let’s go.”


  “Wait, what?” Stamp stands his ground. Well, sort of. “Aren’t we, I mean, can’t we even invite them in?”


  “No, we can’t. Now are you coming or not?”


  And that’s that. Val is gone.


  Stamp lingers, face all crumpled, looking back and forth between us like he’s at some tennis match.


  “Stamp,” I say, edging a little bit closer to help him make the right decision. “Dude, come on. This is all … I mean, does this feel right to you?”


  “Really,” Dane adds, putting a hand on his shoulder. “Come home with us, okay?”


  Stamp chews his bottom lip like he used to as a Normal when he wasn’t sure what to do. But that was over little things, like whether to choose A or B on a multiple-choice test or what flavor of milk to get in the lunch line. This is life-or-death stuff here.


  “Stamp, it’s not just about us snooping around. You know that, right?”


  He nods at me, looking over his shoulder as Val rattles open the warehouse door in a big, look-at-me kind of way. He winces a little.


  “I don’t,” Dane says, looking at me. “I mean we don’t think it’s safe here.”


  And that’s when we lose him. Stamp’s face changes as he scoffs openly. We had him, and then we lost him. Because we forgot what Stamp hates about being a zombie the most: being protected. He wants to be his own zombie, in his own way, and now it’s changed from us being concerned about him to us wanting to protect him, and he can’t have that.


  Won’t have that.


  He turns and walks away. “I’m a big boy, Dane,” he says, but I know he wants to add my name. “I can take care of myself.”


  As we drive away, I hope he’s right.


  But I doubt he is.
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  Why do I always have to do it?” I say, slurping on a candy red hot in my mouth.


  “He’s your friend.”


  “Friend? That’s pushing things, don’t you think?”


  Dane grunts, sinking deeper into the passenger seat. Yeah, like anyone’s going to notice him at the busiest ice cream parlor on the planet.


  Literally. It’s in the Guinness World Records or something. Look it up. Frozen Planet. Never heard of it? Me neither. At least, that is, until I moved to Orlando, otherwise known as the Neverland of Chain Restaurants.


  Frozen Planet is about as big as your average restaurant, only it serves nothing but ice cream 24/7/365. The building itself is painted brown with little black lines crisscrossing it to make it look like a waffle cone. All the windows have sprinkles painted over them: red, green, white, pink, and orange. On top is the world’s largest scoop of ice cream. They say you can see it from the top of the Epcot geosphere, though I don’t know who would know that except maybe the unluckiest maintenance worker in the world. This ice cream cone is huge, I’ll give it that, and it’s ringed by neon lights so you can see it at night too, which is helpful if NASA runs out of power and the shuttle needs a little help landing.


  We’re parked in front with about a dozen other cars, despite it being late as hell. This town never sleeps. I see all kinds of kids in there too. Eating ice cream in the middle of the night? Yeah, that’s good parenting. Real good.


  My phone is on my lap. I texted Iceman about 10 minutes ago that we were on our way for our weekly pickup. He said he’d text me with the phrase chocolate chip when he was ready.


  “God, he takes this stuff so seriously,” I say to Dane, window down, the evening warm and muggy and soft on my arm. In my mouth, the red hot heats things up by about two degrees a minute. By the time I’m inside, I should be hot enough to pass as human. Kind of. Maybe.


  “Probably watches a bunch of spy movies or stuff.”


  “Or zombie movies.” I grunt.


  Dane grunts back.


  That’s how we met, actually. In an online chat room for zombie fans. It was a week or two after we’d moved to Orlando and we weren’t having any luck finding a friendly local grocer, coroner, or funeral director to help us out in the brains department. We were getting desperate but feared that if we tried breaking in someplace, the Sentinels might have it under surveillance.


  Dane and I hopped online and found this site called Zombies R Us and set up my profile. (My screen name is LvingDedGurl, by the way.) We found Iceman in a late-night chat for humans interested in the taste of brains. Yes, such people exist. In this world. In Orlando.


  Dane and I perked up, and I asked Iceman what that was all about. He said he’d love to tell me in person, so we set up a date at his second job. At Frozen Planet.


  His first job? The local coroner’s office.


  Trust me, we checked first. Dude was legit.


  Dane showed up early for that first meeting, got a seat, ordered a sundae, didn’t eat it but tipped well, so the waitress let him stay. I got there an hour later, took the corner booth as directed, and boom, five seconds later this giant of a kid shuffles over in one of those paper hats, peppermint ice cream stains all over his XXL shirt, and introduces himself.


  “Living Dead Girl?”


  “Iceman?”


  He sat; we talked. His breath smelled; I pretended not to notice.


  Eventually I showed him a wad of cash and said that if he could get me three human brains a week, I’d make sure he’d never need to work overtime again.


  So here we are, nearly five months later, and I have to go do the trade-off.


  The text comes in: Iceman.


  I shiver and take the envelope full of cash out of the glove box. Every week Dane, Stamp, and I put $60 from our paychecks toward our brain fund. Every week, I hand it over to Iceman. Brains, meet mouth.


  A cowbell over the door rings, and the smells of ice and cream and sugar and peppermint and chocolate nearly knock me over. My zombie senses are on high alert, and this place is like a tidal wave of gross!


  I take the last booth on the left corner, as always, and in minutes I see Iceman shuffling over. His real name is Robin Rice. He’s 22, lives at home—of course—and he’d be an okay-looking guy if he wasn’t so smarmy.


  “Hi, sweetheart,” he says right off, sliding uncomfortably into the booth so that his massive stomach won’t spill over the top. (See what I mean? Sweetheart? Really?)


  I hold back a retch. “Hi, Iceman. How’s work?”


  “Which job?” He sighs.


  Seriously, he says the same thing every week. I’m in no mood. “Pick one.”


  He notices. “My, aren’t we short tonight?” He pulls the Frozen Planet bag, presumably containing three to-go containers of brains, toward his side of the table.


  I smirk and play nice. “Sorry. Just … long day.”


  “What’s with the getup?”


  I look down, realizing I’m still in my fake survey taker’s uniform. “Like I said, long day.”


  Iceman shrugs. Then he gets down to business. “So how were last week’s brains?”


  “Scrumptious,” I say, like they were his or something. “The best yet.” This is the worst part, feeding Iceman’s ghoulish ego.


  “I guess I should try them myself someday.”


  “You really should,” I say, eyeing the bag still clutched in his grubby fingers.


  “Maybe you can cook them for me one day?”


  I take great glee in crushing the hopeful look in his sweaty face. “Cook them? Real brain fanatics eat them raw. I thought you knew that.”


  He frowns. “I guess I’m not a real fanatic, then.”


  No, I think just a freakish ghoul who sells human brains for cash.


  I slide the envelope over, eager to end our transaction, get home, and start the feast. He takes it eagerly, shoving it in his Frozen Planet apron.


  Finally, the bag comes my way. I have to force myself to wait and be pleasant, though what I really want is to grab it and run. But where would that leave me next week?


  “Thanks, Iceman,” I say, inching out of the booth.


  “You’re welcome, Living Dead Girl.”


  Then he does this thing, this thing he does every week, where he sits there, a king on his throne, and juts out his right cheek. I lean down, red hot nearly gone by now, and kiss it. His skin tastes like sugar and sweat. If I don’t get away soon, he’s going to get an earful of red hot upchuck, that’s for sure.


  “Until next week,” he says dreamily.


  I can barely hear it with the cowbell ringing overhead on my way out the door.
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  Soy sauce or no?” Dane says from the kitchen a little while later as he splits up the fresh brain.


  I’m in my room, taking off my makeup and slipping out of my phony survey taker’s uniform. I find Dane’s keys in my pocket and walk to his room to set them on his desk.


  A piece of red string is sticking out of his top drawer. What? Is he knitting now? Making me one of those old-school Raggedy Ann dolls for Christmas? Or a scarf, maybe? Some mittens for my always cold hands?


  Hearing the water still running in the kitchen, I slide the drawer open just a smidge. There’s no doll, no mittens. But there is a map: a local map, with red string tying several black dots together.


  The dots are plastic circles with sticky backing so they stay glued in place, and I recognize the map as the one that came with our welcome packet when we paid our initial deposit and moved into The Socialite.


  “The hell?” I murmur as I sink into the desk chair.


  I lay the map out flat, trying to get my geography straight. It never was my favorite subject. I notice our street highlighted with a red dot. X marks the spot.


  The red strings all tie around the red dot and make an almost perfect circle as they pull out to all the black dots. It’s like a giant wheel, stretching out from our street, each red string like a spoke in the wheel.


  Next to each black dot, Dane has written in his blocky handwriting a name, then a date.


  [image: 104]



  Wait, that last one. That name sounds familiar.


  I look in the drawer and see why. It’s come from our local paper, the one I showed him the other day, about the kid who went out for bananas and milk and never came back.


  The sneak! He must have taken it off my stationary bike when I wasn’t looking. But what for? I dig a little deeper and find several more clippings beneath it, each with the name on the map highlighted.


  I look at Rudy Ortega’s picture in the paper. It’s from his school yearbook. Turns out he was a junior at the local high school, Cedar Point. He’s got a big, round face and weepy eyes but a wide smile. His hair is short, with a little ducktail at the front. I grin, then stop myself.


  The clipping beneath Rudy’s is for a big-boned redhead. Her name, Wendy Schmaltz, is highlighted. She was a nursing student at some local tech college after dropping out of high school during her senior year. She has laughing eyes, buckteeth, and a spray of freckles across her nose that stand out even in black-and-white.


  Every clipping, tied to every string, is about a local kid who’s gone missing. One a month, apparently, since we moved to The Socialite. I count the strings, touching them gently. None of them go too far from where Dane and I live. A few miles at the most.


  I don’t know how freaked out I should be, but I’m pretty. Freaked out, that is.


  Yeah, I know every neighborhood has its strange goings-on, its disappearances and violence, but five in five months? It’s not like we’re in a war zone or something. Sure, we’re not living on Rodeo Drive, but we’re still in the United States.


  I could understand one or two, but even that would be pushing it. Five?


  “So now you know,” Dane says from the doorway, drying his hands with a dish towel. “Why we went through the whole survey-taker charade. Why we had to start tailing Stamp. Why I pressed Val so hard tonight.”


  I let the newspaper clippings slide off the map I’m clutching and back into the drawer, where they settle with a rustle, a straggle of red string hanging over the open drawer.


  “You think she knows about this?”


  He shrugs. “Not knows, exactly, but I think she’s involved, yes.”


  “How?” I drop the map as if it’s poisonous. “Why?”


  “Look at the pattern,” he says patiently, sitting on his bed next to me so close I can still smell the cologne he wore to impress Val. “We’re the red dot, and all the missing people are the black dots. See the dates? Every month, a new kid goes missing. And never farther than a few miles from right where we’re standing. One month gets her closer to the next month and, with each kid, she’s closing in on us. It’s like she’s working her way in, warning us we’re next. Or maybe Stamp’s next. I dunno yet.”


  I shake my head violently. “I get all that. I meant, how could you keep this from me? Why would you?”


  He seems taken aback by the question, his eyes pleading. “Isn’t it obvious?” Then quietly, “I guess I didn’t want to scare you.”


  I snort. “Oh, ‘cause I’m some kind of shrinking violet or something? ‘Cause it’s your job to protect not just Stamp but me too?”


  I stand, clenching my fists, circling him like Val might be circling us. “Who made you the gatekeeper of what I should and shouldn’t know? This is my safety we’re talking about here too, okay? I mean, you saw me freak out about one person going missing. You don’t think it would have helped me to know that four, no, five people have gone missing?”


  He sits there passively, watching me fuss, waiting for me to burn myself out. When I finally do, he says, “Not until I found out why.”


  “And how were you going to do that? No, wait. Here’s what I really want to know. When were you going to do that? Tomorrow? Next week? Next month? Next year? When it was too late?”


  “I’ve been trying. It’s hard with—well, I can’t seem to shake you.” He knows he’s done it but can’t take it back.


  I feel my eyes get big but not nearly as big as my mouth. “Oh, so now it’s my fault you haven’t been able to investigate all these missing people. Well, if you’d just told me about them, I could have helped you instead of you having to shake me!”


  I storm from his room, grabbing my kit out of the tiny closet by the front door. The hollow door shakes behind me as it slams, and I feel bad as I triple-lock it. It’s barely 2:00 a.m. Outside there is still a little chill in the March air. As I walk away, I notice a couple of the neighbors have dressed up their doors for St. Patrick’s Day.


  I stride past Dane’s car, the night sky lit up in its usual yellow glow of my zombie vision. I walk through the parking lot, hearing night noises in my wake: a TV blaring some horrible commercial through an open window; house music thumping against a thin wall; a cat scratching at a sliding glass door screen, meowing desperately to be let in.


  I straighten the messenger bag over my shoulder. It’s new, since I left my old one behind, and I haven’t been using it much. It never fit quite right, but what do you expect for three bucks on clearance at the Family Value Mart?


  It’s light blue with pink trim. Not exactly grave-rubbing appropriate but, again, the price was right. There’s some pop star’s face on the front that I guess I’m supposed to know because her name isn’t printed anywhere on it. I guess all of Dane’s smooth jazz has kept me off the pop charts for the last few months. Besides, Hazel was the one who always kept me current on trends, be it lip gloss or sandals or pop stars. Without her, I’m kinda lost. In more ways than one.


  Dane thinks these bags were cheap because they ran a few thousand of them off without the chick’s name. I just think they were trying to be artsy and failed. Whatever. They should have cared less about the starlet and more about the bag and how it hangs too low and jangles too loud.


  I take the sidewalk to the right, walk a few blocks until I’m in the little cemetery behind the big church. It’s a Catholic church, the Church of the Resurrection, which is nice. They always have the best guests, as Dad always called them. It was one of the reasons I asked Dane to choose The Socialite as our new home: the cemetery just down the road.


  It doesn’t have a name, which kind of sucks. I always feel like a cemetery should have a really good name, you know? The Doomsday Acre. Fields of Gloom. Orphanage Alley. I dunno, something Gothic and cool like that. Plus I like to sign each of my grave rubbings and date it and put the name of the cemetery there too. I don’t know why.


  I had to leave my whole library of rubbings at home when we left Barracuda Bay, so I’m starting over and not real sentimental about such things anymore. Still, some habits are hard to break.


  There’s a small gate to get in, and it creaks, so I just step over it. Duh. I guess the Catholics are more trusting than most cemetery folks. Then again, most Normals aren’t as excited by cemeteries anymore. I used to be, but don’t go by me. I was never a normal Normal anyway.


  I stroll through the graveyard, letting the heat from Dane’s comments roll off me in waves. I know what he meant. We do spend way too much time together. I get that. But even though I’m a tomboy and one of the Living Dead doesn’t mean I don’t have feelings.


  He says he can’t shake me. Shake me? You shake someone you want to get rid of, like a cop on your tail or some stalker chick who can’t take no for an answer or a piece of gum on your shoe. You don’t shake somebody you care about, someone you’re supposed to actually love, even if you’ve seen them 24 hours straight every day for months.


  I’m so upset I’m deep in the graveyard before I realize it. I look back and can’t see the gate or the road from here. Even so, I don’t feel scared. I mean, if there are Sentinels or even Zerkers in the area, they wouldn’t want just one of us. It’s the whole banquet they’re looking for, not just the appetizer.


  Besides, Dane will be along soon to apologize. And nowadays I’m scarier than most thugs who’d be out this time of night.


  A medium-sized gravestone is calling my name. It’s graced with a bulging, moss-covered gargoyle right in the middle. I sit in front of it, sliding off my bag and digging inside for a paintbrush I bought at the dollar store. I gently brush off the moss until the stone is clean and dry. Then I take a smaller brush to weed out the cracks, sending dirt and bugs and little moss boogers flying everywhere.


  I pause by the owner’s name: Jace Hawkins, b. 1917, d. 1934.


  Seventeen. Just like me. Seventeen forever. Just like me. Jace. Boy or girl? That name could go either way. Jace. It sounds so Civil War, so Southern.


  I picture Jace in overalls, barefooted, fishing in a stream, a bowl haircut, a freckled nose. Then again, Jace could have been one of those frilly Southern belles. Sheesh, back then, they married you off at 15 or 16. Jace could have had a kid! What did him/her in?


  I let these thoughts fill my mind as I gently tape a poster board—sized sheet of onion skin across Jace’s gravestone, using strips of gray duct tape to fold the edges around the side and keep them secure.


  I grip a piece of fresh charcoal and gently, gently rub the gargoyle from Jace’s headstone onto the onion skin. The charcoal rasps against the paper, revealing an ornate forehead, then lonely eyes, a sharp nose, and fanged teeth.


  Then I go and ruin it, pressing too hard. The thin paper tears, and I have to start again. It’s after I’m through taping the crinkly paper back to the headstone that I hear the footsteps.


  Dane.


  But no. The footsteps are too heavy, and there’s one pair too many. And they sound ugly.


  I realize I’m alone in a graveyard in the middle of the night, and I think fleetingly, Of course there are two pairs of footsteps: Stamp and Dane. Duh.


  I turn, half-smiling, just in time to see a giant boy-man-thing crouching over my bag. He smells not of death but of sweat and smoke and booze and bad intentions. His eyes are alive and glassy and young. Fourteen, maybe fifteen young. He is soft and fleshy, but that flesh? There is lots of it, and you can’t be weak to carry that much around. I immediately wonder, What are they feeding him? He has on a black T-shirt and a gray ski jacket, the puffy kind that budget rappers wear. He has white sunglasses pushed on top of his shaved head.


  The older one, though still young, stands, tall and bony, waving a switchblade in each hand. The blades shine in the moonlight, sharp and threatening but nowhere near as cold as the gleam in his angry eyes.


  “Stupid,” he says, looking at the crumpled paper beneath my trembling hand. “The other one was fine.”


  How long have they been watching me? And why didn’t I hear or sense them sooner?


  I go to stand, but the bigger one puts a hand on my shoulder. “That would be even more stupid.”


  Their voices are dark and menacing, like they’ve practiced for this in the mirror a few hundred times. They don’t sound as young as they look. Then again, if this was happening, say, at Burger Barn at two in the afternoon, they probably would look as young as they are.


  The big guy’s eyes are half-lidded, his three greasy white chins covered with blond peach fuzz, but he’s not so drunk or stoned or tweaking that it’s weakened his grip on my shoulder any.


  “Take your hand off me,” I growl, shrugging.


  His hand stays clamped right where it is.


  They both cackle merrily, the taller one closing in. “Off you?” he says, sliding one of his blades against my cheek. “Babe, we’re just getting—”


  I snap his wrist happily, snatching the blade out of the air before it can dive into the loamy graveyard dirt at his feet. I don’t even give him a chance to scream. I shove the crumpled grave rubbing into his mouth and clamp a hand over it. Tight.


  The paper goes in so hard I swear I hear a tooth snap, but maybe that’s just wishful thinking.


  Fat boy lurches, yanking me off balance with a hand on my gray hoodie.


  I pivot and drive the blade down, deep down, into his grubby sneaker. The scent of fresh blood fills the night air.


  He screams until I slap his lower jaw shut, right onto his bleating tongue. A quarter inch of it tumbles to the earth as I scoot my shoe out of splatter range. I snatch the duct tape from my messenger bag and muzzle them both, then drag them one at a time to the cemetery gate.


  Their eyes are fearful and pained as they shake their heads.


  It feels too good, this strength I have now. And there’s an anger I didn’t have before. It comes in a flash, so it gets hard to control myself. I know they’re human boys, young guys, despite their size, and still I dispatched them as if they were 200-year-old Zerkers. That can’t be good.


  Remorse waves over me, expelling the rage, making me feel stupid and vulnerable all at the same time. As I watch them, they get more and more pitiful with each step. Even so, I yank their arms behind them through the bars and use every last inch of tape to bind them tight.


  They wriggle. Maybe they’ll get free before the church janitor finds them in a few hours, but I doubt it.


  I stand in front of them, watching them squirm, sneakers digging into the dirt as they try to get away from me. The night air smells of their fear, of their sweat … and worse.


  “Thanks, boys,” I hiss to their wide-eyed, frightened faces. “I needed that.”


  I walk from the graveyard, grabbing my satchel on the way.


  I hear more footsteps, and this time it is Dane, whose face is crumpled with concern.


  “The hell?” He looks at my torn hoodie and bloody hands.


  I do too. I hadn’t noticed either before.


  “A couple of punks jumped me.” I smirk, limbs sore from the effort. “They’re fine.”


  “You sure?”


  I shake my head. “Go check.” I sigh. I know he won’t be happy until he sees I haven’t broken their necks and sucked out their cerebellums, boiled-peanut style.


  “Go,” I insist, stopping and turning to watch him dodge three gravestones to walk deeper into the cemetery. “I’ll wait.”


  He goes, shoes crunching on dry leaves and rustling in the thick, black dirt. I hear the sound of skin hitting skin, a soft groan, and then his feet crunching again. He is smiling when he returns, and before I can ask, he brags, “I just knocked them out, you know, to stop the bleeding.”


  “Hmmm.” I remember the feel of the big one’s hand, hard and insistent on my shoulder, and wonder what might have happened if I wasn’t a zombie, if I could feel pain, if I hadn’t trained with Dane five days a week since moving to Orlando. “I should have thought of that.”


  “I’m sure you would have. Minus the shock and all.”


  He lingers at my side as we weave through the rest of the headstones. I keep waiting for him to take my hand, but he never does. It’s not that he doesn’t want to, I don’t think, just that it’s not his style.


  I’m not defending him. He doesn’t need me for that. He’s just never been a chocolate and flowers and sweater-over-his-shoulders, hand-holding guy.


  I wipe the guys’ blood on the side of my jeans and stoop to rinse off in a puddle of standing water in the church parking lot.


  “What happened?” Dane says.


  I shrug. “Nothing much. Just common late-night thuggery. This neighborhood seems like it gets worse every day.”


  “Then it’s good you’re here to keep Normal grave rubbers safe, right?”


  I figure he’s joking, but when I look up, I know he’s not. He has his thoughtful face on: lids half-shut, cheeks sucked in, lips tight. Stamp always called it Dane’s grim face.


  The thought of Stamp makes me smile.


  We walk back to the apartment, then past it. Dane pauses at the entrance, standing in the silhouette of a dozen broken Christmas lights wrapped around The Socialite sign, still waiting for someone to take them down before it’s time to put them back up again.


  “I need to think,” I tell him when he follows reluctantly.


  “Okay, yeah, good idea. Listen, Maddy, about the map. I’m sorry. I just—”


  “You know what I was thinking of?” I interrupt, ignoring him. “When those guys jumped me back there? I was remembering the first time Bones and Dahlia did the same thing back in Barracuda Bay.”


  “And?” he says when I don’t immediately deliver the punch line.


  “And it got me thinking,” I huff, waiting for him to catch up. “I don’t think Val’s a Sentinel, Dane. I think … I think she’s a Zerker.”
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  This is awkward.” Stamp smiles as we sit in the same booth at his favorite café. It’s midway between work and home, but that’s not why he likes it. They serve carbonated espresso shots, and he’s as addicted as a zombie can be to something other than brains.


  The place is one of those funky, poser, retro coffee shops with floor-to-ceiling windows and stark, uncomfortable black chairs and matching tables, black-and-white framed art of random couples kissing in France, and baristas who haven’t bathed in days and are damn proud of it.


  They all know Stamp by name and have his order practically waiting for him when he walks through the door, while they look at me and my Mountain Dew Voltage as if I’ve just ordered fried chicken at a vegetarian buffet.


  It’s not just that I’m undead. It’s that I’m unhip. Stamp, in his endless effort to pass among the Normals, has managed to expertly navigate a world I’m still trying to understand. Even months after being reanimated, I’m still experimenting with the right layering of my makeup, trying not to look too pale or too gray or too orange or too fleshy. I’m still working on finding long-sleeved shirts that don’t look dorky and leggings that don’t make me look 12 years old.


  But Stamp? He’s mastered this world. Not just the living world but the teenage world. I keep forgetting I was never hip when I was alive, and Dane could never be anything other than a bad boy—good for making your dad mad, bad for dinner parties and cafés and poser clubs.


  But Stamp was already heading toward permanent cool before he died. Now he’s just made it his life’s mission to belong. And here, in a place like this, with funky so-retro-its-hot-again remixes of old ’80s songs on the overhead speakers and hipster baristas with stringy beards and carbonated espresso, it’s like his home turf and I’m the sore thumb.


  It’s after work and he’s dressed for another long night out, in snug black leather pants and a shiny gray shirt that manages to make his skin only vaguely pale. His favorite black-and-white hoodie is tossed across one corner of the table, his shiny cell phone resting atop it.


  He looks good, but I know that’s mostly because he wants nothing to do with me.


  “Awkward how?” I say, pushing my soda away. “Because I didn’t order some froufrou coffee drink to impress all your friends?”


  He smiles charmingly, complete with dimples. How can he still have dimples with, like, 0.002 percent body fat? Whatever. It’s just another of life’s little mysteries, like why he can still pull female digits at Mach 10 while guys literally (no lie) cross the street to avoid me.


  “Uh, because we haven’t been alone since Dane went in to pay for gas on our way out of Barracuda Bay.”


  I blurt on autopilot, “That’s not true.” But it mostly is.


  He starts to say something, obviously sees there’s no fight left in my eyes, and stops. “It was always him, wasn’t it?”


  I cluck my tongue.


  He fiddles with his spiky black hair. “I know, I know. We’ve done this to death, but—”


  “It wasn’t always him. It was you, first and always. And then, well, things changed.”


  “No, they didn’t,” he says, turning his dark eyes toward me. Oh, how I used to love looking into those baby blues. But for all of us, whatever eye color we had has long since bled out. Now we have the same dark eyes, with Stamp’s just a little lighter than most because they were so darn blue before. “Things never changed between us because they never really got started, Maddy. It wasn’t your fault. It wasn’t my fault. It just happened. But quit trying to pretend it didn’t.”


  “I’m not pretending. I don’t have all the answers either, okay? About what we are or who we love.”


  “Maybe not, but you and Dane sure act like you’ve got all the answers now.”


  “Why? Because we’re careful? Because we’re trying to stay off the radar and you’re doing everything to get noticed?”


  “Like what?” he barks.


  “Like going out every night, exposing yourself to all those humans—”


  “Hey, just because you and Stamp want to hide away and pretend you’re not one of the Living Dead, don’t try to—”


  I shush him, leaning in. “Why don’t you say it a little louder? I don’t think the barista’s cousin in Wyoming heard you.”


  “Why shouldn’t I?” He kind of stiffens, contorting his fine features into something feral. “I’m tired of hiding. Or what do you and Dane call it? Passing?”


  “Yeah, Stamp, we know.”


  “I am careful.” He says it like he’s trying to convince me.


  I shake my head. “You can’t be. Not with all these new friends, all these new girlfriends. Not with Val.”


  “You don’t know anything about her.”


  “Do you?” I snap, ‘cause now he’s just pissing me off.


  “Sure. Lots.”


  Liar.


  “What, then, Stamp? Besides her address.”


  He shrugs. “I know that she likes monster movies and frozen lemonade and thongs and—”


  “Give me something real,” I say, trying hard to erase the mental image of Val in a thong. “Like, oh, where does she come from? How does she afford an entire warehouse? What does she do for money? Where is her family? Who is her family? Who are her other friends?”


  He shrugs. “She doesn’t know that stuff about me either.”


  “Don’t be so sure.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “It’s supposed to mean that you have to be more careful. That we have to be on guard for Sentinels posing as hot young club chicks.”


  “Are you kidding me? You really think Val is a Sentinel?”


  “Or worse,” I say, but he’s so self-righteous he doesn’t stop to hear.


  “Please. That’s the dumbest thing you’ve said all night, and you’ve been tossing off some doozies, lemme tell ya.”


  “Have I? They only sound like doozies if you’re living in dreamland and refuse to come back down to earth.”


  He shakes his head, avoiding my eyes because, deep down, he’s got to know I’m right.


  “What do I need to be careful for anyway? I’ve got you and Dane to show up to interrogate her for me, right? Isn’t that what you clowns were doing last night? And don’t think she didn’t know it. She was really upset.”


  “Who cares if she knows it? That’s what friends do. They look out for you, even when you don’t, or won’t, look out for yourself.”


  “Whatever,” he says, waving a hand.


  I grab it fiercely. But not because I’m pissed, exactly. “What are all these rings?” There’s one on every finger. Silver, mostly, or fake silver. Skulls, one spider, a claw, the usual Goth crap. I only ask because he wasn’t wearing them at work, and I’ve never seen him wear a ring at home.


  “When in Rome,” he says casually, yanking back.


  I still hold on tight, making him really work to get that hand back.


  “You should see some of these clubs and what the guys wear. This is tame by comparison.”


  I bite my tongue. Yeah, well, I’m about to find out. Without him knowing it.


  Just then his phone rings, belting out some rancid heavy metal ringtone that elicits frowns from the other customers.


  As he slips it from atop his folded hoodie, Stamp still looks miffed—until he sees who it is. “It’s Val,” he whispers excitedly. “Hey, babe, guess who I’m sitting here with? No. What? I barely know that guy. No, it’s Maddy! You know, from last night? Right, the census taker—”


  “Survey taker,” I correct. Hey, it may be a pretend job, but I worked really hard to make it look real. The least he can do is—


  He looks appalled that I’d dare interrupt and, with big gray eyes, whispers so Val can’t hear, “Maddy, please!”


  I groan and stare out the window at midevening foot traffic passing by the Poser Café. (No, it’s not its real name, but it works, so I’m keeping it.) God, is there anything worse than listening to your ex flirt with his current, at the same table, hearing his stupid skull rings hit the black Formica every time he waves exaggeratedly ‘cause he’s such an epic, cheesy, love-dumb spazz?


  “Seriously?” Stamp’s voice changes from puppy-dog lovefest to seriously confused. “Sure, I mean, she’s right here, so okay …” He hands me the phone with a frown and mouths, “Val wants to talk to you.”


  I squinch my nose and have to stop myself from blurting, “What? Gross! Why? No, thank you, but just—no, gawd!”


  Instead I take the phone, paint on a smile, and say in my best motherly voice, “Val? Is that really you? How great to hear your voice again …”


  I know it’s lame, but what else was I going to say? “My sometimes boyfriend thinks you’re a Sentinel, and if I catch you betraying my sometimes ex-boyfriend I’m going to personally remove your limbs with my newly whitened teeth”?


  “It was so … nice … meeting you last night,” Val says.


  I can’t hide my distaste at the gruff sound of her voice and her passive-aggressive, stop-start style of speaking really fast then really slow.


  “Stamp had told me so … much … about you. It was … great … to finally meet you in person. And Dan seems really sweet too.”


  “Dane,” I kind of growl because you know and I know after nearly clocking him last night, the witch remembers his name.


  Stamp hears my tone and gets all big-eyed again.


  I shoo him down with a reassuring hand, but he’s still leaning way too close to me over the table.


  Ooh, and was that a dig? The way she paused there around the word much when she said she’d heard so much about me?


  Why, yes. Yes, it was.


  That. Bitch.


  “Oh,” I weasel right back, really oozing it on as Stamp sits there, smiling cluelessly. “Stamp has just had so much to say about you. It’s a shame you couldn’t invite us in last night. That would have been a real treat.”


  Finally Stamp frowns and mouths, “Hey!”


  There is a slight pause before Val croaks, “Oh, well, you know how it is with new lovers. Stamp and I just wanted some … alone … time. But maybe next time. We can do it at your place, right? I heard I missed out on your fancy thousand-dollar spaghetti.”


  Oh, it’s on! Bitch knows it’s called million-dollar spaghetti! Who the hell calls something thousand-dollar anything? Unless, you know, it actually costs a thousand dollars.


  “Oh, well, it’s waiting on you. Hey, listen, what are you doing tonight? I’m sure I can defrost it in time for dinner, if you’re not too busy.”


  “I’d love to,” Val croaks, sounding like a cross between Dane and some poor schmo who’s had his jaw wired shut, “but Stamp and I are heading out to that new club downtown. Spartans? It’s too bad you can’t dance. I know Stamp would love to see you—”


  “Who said I can’t dance?” I say perfectly sweetly, so it’s surprising that Stamp’s eyes get huge. Again.


  “Why, Stamp did, sweetie. He tells me everything.”


  Sweetie? Really?


  “Oh, did he now?”


  With more than mortal speed, Stamp whips his phone from my hand and babbles into it, “Well, Val, he-he-he, I’ve got to make sure Maddy gets home safe, and then I’ll come pick you up so we can head to the club, okay? What’s that? No, you hang up first. No, you! Oh geez, you’re so funny. Okay, I’ll—”


  “Done,” I groan, snatching the phone and pressing the End button so I won’t hurl my last three servings of brains all over his carbonated espresso. “That’s seriously annoying.”


  “Yeah, well, what’s more annoying is that since I hung up first, she’s going to call just so she can hang up first. See. There.”


  The phone rings, and with speed and skill I both silence the ring and power the phone down. “Done and done.”


  Stamp makes a big show of trying to get the phone back, but I can tell he’s secretly relieved. At least a little.


  “She’ll be mad.” He sips his fizzy drink.


  “What? Are you scared of a little girl?”


  He shrugs, and I figure he’ll deny, deny, deny.


  But then, after a pause, as if maybe he’s thought his answer over a little, he blurts, “She’s tougher than you think.”


  I shiver, recalling the way she tried to back Stamp down on the sidewalk last night. “I bet.” I drink my soda. “Sounds like you guys are getting all serious and stuff.”


  “Kinda.”


  “What’s your strategy there?”


  “Strategy?”


  “Yeah, exit strategy. You know, before things get too serious.”


  Stamp frowns, then sneers. “That’s the difference between you and me. I’m not constantly thinking about getting out of a relationship while I’m still in it.”


  He stands abruptly, and I linger until it’s clear he’s ready to leave and not just get another fizzy drink refill. I pocket the phone as I rise, thinking maybe he’ll forget it. That would give Dane and me another chance to mine it for clues.


  But the minute we’re outside and standing on the curb, Stamp winks. “Hand it over.”


  I smile. A wink was always our little code that things were okay after harsh words were spoken. “Fine.” I sigh dramatically, sliding the phone out of my hip pocket. “But before I do, answer an honest question.”


  He rolls his eyes but stays put, another good sign. “What?”


  “Do you love her?”


  “Who?” He squinches his face. “Val? Love? Maddy, we just met.”


  “Yeah, I know, but you’re already doing the you-hang-up-first bit, and that’s usually a sign of true love. Or dementia. Whatever.”


  He snorts.


  I hand him the phone even though he really hasn’t answered the question.


  “In this case,” Stamp says, almost looking around as if she might hear, “it’s more like a sign of true scared.”


  “Really?” I say. “Stamp, you don’t have to go tonight. Let’s get Dane, and we’ll go pretend to eat somewhere, like old times. Val will understand.”


  “Not really,” he says, not nervously but close enough. “Besides, you don’t stand Val up. Ever.”


  “Why? She stood us up without much worry.”


  “Yeah, well, it doesn’t work in reverse. Just trust me. But it’s cool. We’re cool.” He puffs up his chest before slipping on some sunglasses to shield the last of the afternoon sun.


  “You sure?”


  He sniffs and changes the subject. “Look, I’m serious about driving you home. It’s on the way to the club. And look, it’s still early. That place doesn’t really get hopping until well after midnight.”


  I picture Dane in the borrowed car still idling around the corner in the Burger Barn parking lot. “It’s cool. I don’t want to get you in trouble with Val.”


  He winks again and turns, sunglasses blinking in the sun.


  I watch him go, never suspecting it could be the last time I see him re-alive …
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  Bitch is a zombie,” I grunt, flopping into the passenger seat a few minutes later. “Straight-up undead witch from hell, no doubt.”


  Dane doesn’t smile often, but when he does, look out. The last of the day’s sun colors his gray skin orange and lights up his teeth. I’m so relieved to see him, so freaked out that Val’s among the Living Dead, that I impulsively plant a kiss on his thin, pale lips.


  I can feel him smile even as we kiss. I pull away just to see it some more.


  “What finally convinced you?” He puts the car in reverse and exits the parking lot.


  We idle in traffic until Stamp’s Jeep appears in the left lane a few cars up.


  “Stamp handed me the phone and made me talk to her.” I groan.


  “Ugh.” He makes a face. “I hate when he does that.”


  We share a wince like girlfriends.


  Dane eases in to follow Stamp. “So,” he says a few streets later as traffic begins to thin. “Are you feeling better about this now? I mean, I’m not sure how her behavior last night didn’t convince you, but—”


  “Yeah, lots better.” I’m jazzed to get started and get this night over with. “Where’d you get the car?”


  “You know Chuck from work? The wardrobe dude?”


  “The fat white guy with the dreadlocks?”


  He gives me a funny face. “No, that’s Ralph. You know? Chuck? The one with all the Star Wars shirts?”


  “Oh yeah, gotcha. So …”


  I’m watching Stamp’s Jeep, now a few lanes over.


  Dane is really drawing this out. “Anyway,” he finally says, “Chuck was helping his girlfriend move tonight, so I told him he could borrow the sedan. She collects a lot of comic books, and his backseat wasn’t big enough for them all. This way Stamp won’t recognize the car, and it looks like I did a favor for Chuck instead of, you know, the other way around.”


  “Nice thinking,” I murmur, watching Stamp turn left. Before I point it out, I hear the blinker switch on.


  “So what did she say one-on-one?”


  “Nothing but grossness on toast. Playing all nicey with Stamp right in earshot.”


  “Sexy,” he cracks as he slows down. “Did she tell you why she couldn’t invite us in last night?”


  I make an ick face, but he’s paying more attention to the road than to me. Story of my life. “She said she and Stamp were young lovers and needed their alone time.”


  Stamp has turned in to Val’s neighborhood, which looks even sketchier now that we know our way around and I can pay more attention to details. The other warehouses here are completely deserted, and for a moment my mind flashes to Val building her own Zerker army, chaining them up in all the other warehouses and just waiting for the right time to release them on us.


  Dane pulls in to the parking lot next door but close enough that we’ll see Stamp’s Jeep when he leaves.


  “I really hate this neighborhood,” Dane says, squinting against the dreadful orange light from the street lamp we’ve parked under.


  “Yeah,” I say, manually locking my door. “I’m glad I’m already dead.”


  Stamp’s long legs launch him out of the driver’s seat. He’s wearing his skinny jeans again and that ridiculous black-and-white-striped hoodie, plus the shades still, even though it’s close to midnight by now.


  “You know,” Dane says as Stamp disappears into the warehouse, “I never thought I’d say this, but I think I preferred it when Stamp dressed like a jock.”


  I snort. “He just seems so lost. Like he’s trying so hard. He seems vulnerable, don’t you think?”


  Dane nods but then shakes his head. “Stamp’s tougher than you think. He can handle himself.”


  “Oh, really?” I nudge him. “So what’s with all this, then?”


  “Don’t you want to know if she’s a Sentinel or not?”


  “Or Zerker.”


  He nods and says absently, “Or Zerker.”


  “So what’s the plan? I mean, other than follow them to some stupid club?”


  He chews his lower lip. “I’m still working on that. But we need to isolate her. It may take force. You up for that?”


  “I am.” I grin, thinking of those thugs in the cemetery the other night. “But what if she’s not what we’re pretty much sure she is? What if Stamp’s right and she is just some crackpot Normal who digs living dangerously and watching scary movies on TV all night?”


  He looks at me, nods.


  “We apologize? Here they come.” I subconsciously inch down in my seat.


  Stamp is reaching for his door as the thin, blonde menace saunters to hers. Val stands patiently even as the car shifts from Stamp’s weight in his seat.


  “Ouch,” Dane says, clearly enjoying this.


  “Yeah, he never was too good with the gentlemanly stuff.”


  “Me either.” Dane’s still watching Val, who’s tapping her toe impatiently.


  I know Dane’s kind of fishing for a compliment, so I ignore him. “What is she wearing?”


  She’s got on white-and-black tights to match Stamp’s jacket. Lame. Her foofy gray skirt looks really expensive. But then she’s in a cheap, ripped tank top and … a red boa?


  “Kids these days.” Dane shakes his head.


  At last Stamp gets the message and springs from the car, shimmies over, and opens Val’s door. Even from down the block, we can see her mouth flapping and his shoulders shrinking.


  “Told you he was whipped.”


  I roll my eyes. “More like scared.”


  “Really?” The cheap leather of the borrowed car seat cracks as Dane turns to look at me.


  I nod.


  Dane grabs my head and shoves it nearly to the floorboard. Seriously, my head’s scraping the gas pedal, but he’s gazing out the window. What’s wrong with this picture?


  He turns his lights off and follows Stamp’s Jeep, lucky to catch him as he roars from the industrial side of town and back onto the interstate, heading for downtown.


  We follow them from afar, Dane paranoid that Stamp or Val might spot us and head for the hills.


  Halfway to the city lights, I say, “Dane, this is ridiculous. So what if they spot us? It’s America, right? Can’t two zombies go to the same club as one known zombie and another suspected zombie?”


  “I guess so, but I still like the element of surprise. I think we shook Val up pretty bad showing up out of nowhere last night, and Stamp saw it. It wasn’t quite enough, but I still prefer surprising her to the other way around.”


  “Great. Fine. I get that, but enough with the cat and mouse, okay?”


  “Okay, yes, you’re right.” But still he drives all hunched and sketchy.


  Finally Stamp pulls off the second downtown exit and we follow, merging with the nightlife as old and young alike fight for parking spaces in the lively downtown district that blends both upscale bistros and cafés with trendy nightclubs and hookah bars.


  We spot the club Stamp was squawking about over coffee: Spartans, which I guess has a kind of gladiator theme or something judging from the giant gold doors that look like shields, with swords for door handles, of course. Stamp parks, and we circle the block.


  We park behind a bustling Cuban restaurant, which looks a ton more fun than stupid Spartans, let me tell you. I pump a ton of quarters in the hungry meter before we cling to the last of the line waiting to get into the club.


  It’s pretty obvious the rest of the kids are all mouth-breathing, pulse-pounding Normals: healthy skin, flushed cheeks, beads of sweat on their foreheads, bodies so warm and amped up on energy drinks I can feel the heat coming off them at three or four paces.


  Stamp seems to know them all as he hustles and jives with all kinds of freaks of nature, from the kid with the glittery green Mohawk to the chick with the shiny gold chain strung from her nose ring to her nether regions. (Not that I’m a prude, but attention-grab much?)


  “This is worse than I thought,” Dane says, nodding toward Stamp, who’s doing some elbow-cracking hand jive with another ghoul of the night. “Lucky they’re all freaks, or he’d stick out like a sore thumb.”


  “So maybe he hasn’t been as careless as we thought.”


  Dane doesn’t look over when he says, “Maybe not, but it’s not the crowd scenes I’m worried about so much as the after party, if you know what I mean.”


  “Yes, Dane, I know what you mean. You don’t have to keep rubbing it in every night, okay?”


  He senses my tone, as do a few of the Normals, and they all look my way. I peg the chick with the nose ring and say, “Yeah? What?”


  She rolls her fake contacts and turns around, puffing heavily on a nasty clove cigarette that I’m tempted to shove down one of her lung holes.


  Dane puts a hand on my shoulder. “Hey, hey, are you here to make a scene or what?”


  “No,” I grumble. “But you’ve spent the last two nights reminding me Stamp has a ton of extracurricular activities and, well, it’s not so easy to hear.”


  He smirks. “Yeah, well, how do you think I felt while you two were going out?”


  I groan. “It’s not the same. You knew my heart was with you. I don’t know what Stamp’s doing anymore. You and I never felt like strangers. With Stamp, that’s all I—”


  “There. Look. They’re going in.”


  I watch Val flirt with a giant bouncer in a toga as Stamp gives him one of those bro shoulder hugs before they quietly slip inside. The open door releases music so loud I can hear it from 10 couples back.


  We wait, more anxious now than ever, as the huge bouncer in the tent-sized toga buddy-shakes and bro-hugs every man, woman, and child in line in front of us.


  “Come on, come on,” Dane whispers tensely as we finally get close enough to make out the foil leaves woven into the big dude’s fake crown. “Why does this guy have to write every couple a love letter?”


  I watch as the freak with the nose chain leans in and whispers something to the bouncer, eyeing me with a look so chilly I’m tempted to check for frostbite. Then she smirks at him, and he nods knowingly before she sails right in.


  Two couples later the bouncer looks at us. “Sorry, guys, club’s full.”


  The door is ajar, bass pumping out.


  “I see plenty of room,” I say.


  He slams the giant, shield-shaped door with one leather-sandaled foot. “I said the club’s full.”


  A dozen or more couples wait behind us, enjoying the show. It’s clear we’re outsiders here, Dane and I, with our black jeans and leather jackets and nonspiky hair and no nose rings attached to our hoo-has.


  Dane and I look at each other and smile. All the obstacles we thought were confronting us—losing Stamp and Val in traffic, expecting a recon team of Sentinels at every turn—and the biggest one turns out to be some bouncer in a toga?


  Dane whispers, “Can you lend me a diversion for a few seconds?”


  “Gladly.”


  I turn to the emo Goth behind me, a mousy guy with a dyed black mop covering his left eye. “What are you looking at?”


  “A couple of losers who can’t get into the club.” He giggles.


  His tall emo girlfriend with the skunk tail hanging out the back of her fishnet stockings whispers something in his ear.


  I growl at her but turn just in time to see Dane leaning in to the bouncer, two fingers pinching the big guy’s wrist.


  The bouncer’s face reddens, and his glistening forehead drips sweat. “Okay, okay.”


  Dane releases him and grabs the giant gold door, swinging it open as if it were made of balsa wood and not 380 pounds of hammered brass.


  “Thanks for your understanding.” I beam at the big guy, who favors one wrist and uses his toga shoulder fabric to wipe his brow.


  Inside it’s clear the club is pretty sparsely populated. Either that or it’s so damn big you could fit a million more kids inside and still not make a dent. White curtains billowing from the roof are tied to each wall with giant gold sashes. Cocktail waitresses in much tinier togas than the bouncer’s dash from cluster of kids to cluster of kids, handing out earthen mugs foaming with dry ice inside. The dance floor is throbbing with colored lights and twisting bodies, and the DJ in the booth above wears a gladiator costume with sunglasses.


  I don’t see Stamp or Val anywhere, but it’s hard to concentrate with so much stimuli from every corner of the club.


  We can’t hear much because the awful music is 15 times as loud as it should be, especially with our superzombie hearing powers.


  “Ugh,” Dane says, bellying up to the neon-blue bar. “I’m so glad I died before clubs like this became popular.”


  While he orders two sodas, I ignore him and watch for Stamp. It’s hard to find him because he looks just like every other megadouche in the joint, down to the black-and-white stripes, spiky hair, skull rings, ridiculous white shades, and—


  “There he is.” I nudge Dane.


  He hands me my soda, and I sip it absently.


  Dane’s dressed simply in black jeans, black T-shirt, and a snug black leather jacket, the kind with white stripes down the arms. I like the way the rotating strobe glistens off his closely cut hair.


  We slip on our sunglasses to fit in but mostly to add to the disguise.


  Val and Stamp are talking to a bunch of identical-looking clowns, and she’s whipping that sparkly red boa something fierce.


  Stamp looks nervous, jumpy, and I can’t tell if it’s because he suspects we’re onto him or if, like he implied at the café, he really is afraid of Val.


  She certainly has him under her spell. That much is clear. He gets the drinks, pays, and brings them to her. He nods patiently, smiling appropriately while she talks. And talks and talks and talks.


  “Is he even having any fun?” Dane says, leaning in close so that I can smell the fizzy soda on his cold tongue. “I mean, they all look like her friends.”


  “They don’t even look like her friends.” I walk toward them, Dane tagging along. “They look just like Stamp. They look like her servants.”


  And that’s when it hits me. They’re not her friends. They’re not even friends with each other. “Do they look familiar?” I say, flashing back to the map in his room.


  I’m looking at one in particular, a vaguely Latin-looking dude in blue jeans and a long black coat that’s too big. He looks out of place, jumpy but eager to please, and young. So young.


  And familiar. “Is that … Rudy Ortega?”


  “Who?” he says, leaning in as I point toward the Latin kid.


  “The missing kid from our apartment complex. You know, the one from the newspaper the other morning? He went out to get some bananas from that bodega across the street and never came back.”


  He shakes his head but doesn’t stop looking.


  “And that girl next to him. The redhead with the sad eyes? She was one of your dots as well.”


  “No, it can’t be. You mean the nursing student from over by Sea World? Wendy … Wendy Schmaltz. That’s it. Been missing for a month. But she looks so different now.”


  “Yeah, well, compare Stamp’s yearbook picture with how he looks tonight.”


  He looks at me, and we look back to the small semicircle of club punks surrounding Val. There are five. Besides Rudy Ortega and Wendy Schmaltz, we can’t name them. We’d need Dane’s map for that. But this much is clear: all are young, all look out of place, and all are kissing Val’s butt big-time. Just. Like. Stamp.


  “I don’t get it,” Dane says. “Why would the Sentinels be recruiting Normals? It doesn’t make sense.”


  “It makes perfect sense if Val’s a Zerker.”


  Dane slides his empty soda glass toward the bartender, who’s wearing a plastic Roman breastplate. “So you think Val met Stamp on the nightclub scene, figured out what he was, and started picking off kids who lived around him?”


  “Well, if she was a lone Zerker without any backup and found that Stamp had two zombies for roommates, she might have wanted her own personal army to make sure she could take us all.”


  “So you think that’s why she hasn’t made her move yet? She wants enough fellow Zerkers to make sure she’s never outnumbered?”


  I nod. Makes sense to me.


  For a petite girl, Val has a pretty imposing, Zerker-like presence. In a way, she reminds me of the only other female Zerker I know—or knew. Dahlia.


  Dahlia might have been compact, but she was fierce. Fierce in a way that went beyond her size or her status as one of the Living Dead. I’ll never forget the last time we tussled or the look of murderous venom in her black, endless eyes.


  And now I’m having some kind of déjà vu of the Living Dead. We’re talking, this chick could be Dahlia’s spirit sister.


  Val’s arms are firm, if a little on the slim side. And if you don’t count that booty in her skirt, there’s not an ounce of fat on her. The veins in her neck stand out when she laughs, and her eyes are fiercely alert. Too alert.


  “Look out,” Dane says, but it’s too late.


  She’s spotted me.


  Or has she? I can’t tell if she’s looking at me or through me or if she’d even remember me in the first place. She brays laughter, looking away.


  Stamp nods uncomfortably.


  A few of Val’s lackeys look our way, then past us, then back at us.


  “False alarm?” I say.


  Dane shrugs. “How should I know? Whatever she is, she’s better at all this than—Shoot. Now Stamp’s looking.”


  “And whispering,” I add. “That creep—”


  Dane’s eyes are wide. “Yeah, that didn’t look too obvious. Ooh, wait, they’re coming over. Maddy, Maddy, look normal. Seriously.”


  I turn to see Val leading her stiff lackeys plus Stamp, who trails along in the background reluctantly, looking all kinds of awkward.


  “Maddy?” Val says in that throaty voice that always sends chills up my spine. “Dane? What are you guys doing here?” She turns to Stamp. “Did you … did you tell them we’d be here tonight?”


  “You did,” Stamp says.


  Val turns on him so quickly, so fiercely, that I flinch. Even Dane flinches.


  “I mean, r-r-remember? At the café tonight, I heard you ask Maddy if she—”


  Val doesn’t let him finish. Instead, she turns to us. “Last night you show up on my doorstep, and tonight you’re here at the same club? If I didn’t know any better, guys, I’d say you were following us.”


  Dane and I share a glance, only to find Val’s friends ambling toward us.


  No, not just toward us. Around us.


  Dane sees it too late.


  By the time we’re both alert, we’re surrounded.


  The Rudy kid from our complex is bulky in his big leather coat. There’s glitter in his spiky hair but fear in his eyes.


  Wendy, the would-be nursing student, looks thin but strong in a red leather jacket to match her flowing red hair.


  The others cluster around, hulking and ready.


  Val saunters through the center of the circle while lights throb and music pulses. I see her eyes are blue, then green, depending on the light. The lights move away. Under her obviously fake contacts, her eyes are flat, ugly, and … yellow.


  We were right. Val’s not a Sentinel. She’s a Zerker.


  “Back off!” Dane grunts, also sensing it. “Give us Stamp, take these others with you and get lost, and nobody gets hurt.”


  “Silly boy. We’re all zombies here in this circle. Nobody gets hurt anyway.”


  The music pounds, and the bar disappears into the background. Bodies flit by, half-naked, sweaty, glittery Normals oblivious to the Zombie-Zerker showdown among them. Somebody drops a drink, and none of it matters.


  “Who are they?” Dane juts his chin toward Rudy, then Wendy.


  They look back at him uncomfortably.


  “What?” Val cackles, yanking Rudy so harshly the sunglasses fly off his head. “Don’t you even remember your own neighbor?”


  Rudy grunts, flashing yellow teeth that I swear contain bits of fresh brain.


  She releases him, and he blends into the crowd of Zerkers at her back. “Took you long enough to come check me out,” Val says, nodding at Dane.


  “Who says it’s our first try?” he says.


  “They do.” Val smiles triumphantly. “My little friends here have been watching you. What? You think I turned them just because I was hungry for a little human flesh? Trust me, I have way more discipline than that.”


  “What do you want with Stamp?” I say, nodding in his direction.


  Wait. He was just there, in the back slightly and to the left.


  Or wait. Was he over there to the right?


  “Where’s Stamp?” Dane barks so loudly that the dancing Normals outside the Zerker circle actually stop to check us out.


  Wendy, the doomed nursing student, hisses at Val’s entourage. They promptly scatter, and she turns to me with a self-assured smile.


  And I promise myself that, before the night is over, I will wipe it off for her, innocent victim or no.


  “Stamp who?” Val presses in as the circle of her Zerker friends tightens around us. “I don’t see anybody there, do you?”


  I see Dane’s fist tighten, his eyes narrow to slits, but I know what he’s thinking: Too many witnesses.


  “Give us Stamp back!” I’m standing toe to toe with Val now. I poke her stupid boa with every syllable: “Give. Him. Back.”


  She stands, intractable, and pokes me back. Hard. “Come. And. Get. Him.”


  Just then rough hands pull us apart, and I’m tossed into the bar. I hear a scream—a loud, girly, civilian scream—as the strobe lights flicker and the music blares. I turn to find Val gone but her friends shoving me every which way.


  But not all of them. Wendy is here. And the Rudy dude from one building over.


  So where are the rest?


  A couple of others surround Dane.


  He tackles one, twirling to avoid the hands of another.


  I turn and hear a whack, feeling Wendy’s palm on my face right before I’m sitting, stunned, on the floor. Vaguely, in the background, I hear the stomping.


  Normals running.


  Rudy stumbles forward.


  I feel bad, but it’s him or me. And really, all that matters now is Stamp. I lash out, the bottom of my shoe connecting with his knee.


  He comes down hard on the other foot.


  We’re face-to-face.


  My palm slams his nose upward. Something snaps, and Zerker goo oozes from Rudy’s shattered nostrils. I’m yanked away before I can see him fall.


  Wendy hoists me up under the bar.


  My head cracks the electric neon. Bulbs burst, and fuzzy white powder fills the air. I scramble to still her hands.


  She shoves a finger into my ear, probably hoping it’s my eye.


  I grab her thumb and wrench her down to the floor with me.


  Chaos is all around us. Normals run and shout, “Security! Security!”


  Wendy snarls as she struggles to rise.


  I plant my sneaker on her throat and press down. “Where. Is. Stamp?” I treat her throat like a gas pedal with each word.


  She shakes her head, trembling violently, one gray eye and one yellow eye pleading now that a fake contact has obviously been knocked out. When I lift my foot, she spins around, shoving me against the bottom of the bar with both hands. She spits through black goo between her teeth, “Wouldn’t you like to know?”


  She is rank, her one eye glowing yellow now that we’re face-to-face, and I know … I know she’s gone. Zerker gone. Like Bones and Dahlia were when I first met them back in Barracuda Bay. Like my favorite teacher, Ms. Haskins, after they got to her. Like half the football team and the entire cheer squad.


  Nobody home but rage now. Hard, cold, Zerker rage.


  I lift my feet against her chest and kick out, shoving her halfway across the floor. It’s nearly empty now. Most of the Normals are gone. Spilled drinks and wet cocktail trays are the only things littering the floor.


  I turn to find Dane wrestling with Rudy, the bigger Zerker seconds away from gnawing on Dane’s beautiful, glistening skull.


  I’m too far away to stop him. I find a bottle that’s fallen off the bar and launch it their way.


  It lands with a thud against Rudy’s temple, but he doesn’t even flinch. Dane does, though, grabbing it with a free hand, breaking it against the bar like something out of Road House, and shoving the pointy end right under Rudy’s exposed throat. Most Zerkers are so strong and old and leathery and tough, it’s like trying to jab your way through a rhinoceros’ hide. But Rudy is a young Zerker, meaning fresh. The broken bottle slides into his throat so far that half of Dane’s hand goes missing, then pops out the other side of Rudy’s skull, bits of brain and gore sticking to the jagged edge as goo gushes like an oil well from the back of Rudy’s head. The guy keels over, pawing at the bottle top sticking out of his throat as Dane inches away. Rudy dies—again—with a confused look in his yellow eyes, hands reaching out to us as what’s left of his brain short-circuits from the inside out.


  “Poor Rudy.” I frown, looking around the deserted club.


  “Poor Rudy? Dude almost turned me Zerker!”


  I shrug, looking for any signs of Stamp. “You would have pulled out of it.”


  “Not without that flying bottle trick.” His eyes are all gooey and grateful. I think I like it better when they’re hard and black. “Here!” He finds a service exit under a blinking red sign and steps over several damp wooden crates as we find ourselves in some back alley. There is no one left: none of the Zerkers Val turned, no Val, certainly no Stamp.


  There are voices around the corner, hundreds of club kids squawking and texting and complaining to the Spartans’ bouncers at the same time. Then sirens in the distance.


  Dane says, “Come on,” even though I’m two steps ahead of him.


  In the club’s lot we see the empty space where just a few minutes earlier Stamp’s Jeep was parked.


  We skirt the crowd, taking another back alley to reach the car in the back of the Cuban restaurant.


  “Witch!” Dane opens the driver’s door so roughly the hinges crack. It’s not even his own car!


  “So what was that?” I say.


  He tears out of the parking lot, over the curb, and into the street.


  Cops pour in from the other direction.


  “A setup,” he seethes, speeding through stop signs and past shocked pedestrians. “I should have known better than to follow just Stamp. I should have been following Val.”


  “Well, how? We didn’t even know where she lived until recently.”


  “Exactly my point.” He slams his large palms against the shiny steering wheel and stops short of running over a big blue mailbox on the next corner. “I’ve gotten lazy, letting Stamp run around town at all hours, not even knowing who he’s hanging out with. I should have been following him weeks ago.”


  “You said you wanted to trust him.”


  Dane turns on two wheels at a nearby corner and roars onto the interstate, passing cars at an unsafe rate of speed and trajectory.


  “Yeah, well, look where trust got us,” he says. “Stamp’s missing and I don’t even know who took him.”


  “Val took him.”


  “I mean, I don’t even know who Val is. That’s my point.”


  “She’s a Zerker. And she outsmarted us. All those kids missing for months now. And we were totally stumped.”


  “I was stumped,” he says, focusing on not killing us in downtown traffic. “I should have told you about those kids, about Rudy and Wendy. I should have made you come with me to check them out. I was stupid. I thought after what we’d been through, it would be the Sentinels coming after us, not the Zerkers.”


  I grit my teeth and hold on as he flies from the highway, dipping into the same industrial neighborhood we’ve been staking out.


  “There’s his Jeep,” I blurt as Dane screeches to a halt in front of Val’s warehouse loft, nearly sending me flying through the windshield.


  The neighborhood is deserted at this hour.


  We get out of the car, the engine still running, and carefully approach the silent warehouse.


  “Looks dark,” I say.


  “See what I mean? We’ve been set up.”


  “But why? What’s her game? She could have taken Stamp anytime over the last few weeks. Why tonight? Why now?”


  He tries the warehouse door, yanking it six ways to Sunday and ringing the bell half a dozen times.


  No one’s in there. We both know it. We’re just trying to do what we can to avoid getting back in our car and driving away.


  Away without Stamp.


  Dane turns to me, his jaw flexing and dark eyes flashing in the beam of a random street lamp. “I don’t think it’s Stamp she wants.”


  “Then who?”


  He shakes his head, walking toward Stamp’s Jeep. “I don’t know. That’s my—Shit!”


  “What’s your shit? I thought you said we couldn’t—Oh, shit!”


  We see the note on Stamp’s windshield at about the same time. It’s written in some trampy red lipstick and takes up most of the glass. It says:


  If you ever want to see Stamp alive again, be at Splash Zone by 3 a.m.


  Val


  P.S. Bring your swim trunks!


  “Splash Zone?” Dane strips the gears in poor Chuck’s car as he backs away from the warehouse and throttles toward the interstate.


  “It’s that cheap-ass water park on International Drive by the outlet mall,” I say.


  “You mean … the one with the sharks?”
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  Splash Zone is deserted at this hour, but the stadium lights surrounding the two-acre water park are all on. It’s on the butt end of International Drive, one of the tackiest and most popular tourist strips on the planet, and at three in the morning the only things open are a few random truck stops with an attached diner or two. All are a few blocks away, and nobody eating there is exactly Splash Zone material, if you know what I mean.


  It costs eight bucks to park, but the four guard stations are closed.


  Dane picks one and blasts right past, cracking the black-and-yellow gate arm into splinters. We jostle over speed bumps, our teeth rattling.


  “Where the hell is she?” He rounds the thin strip from the guard stations and enters the ginormous parking area. It looks empty all the way ahead to the huge wave sign announcing Splash Zone Family Water Park. A blinking neon-blue sign beneath it says, Home of the Hourly Shark Feeding!


  There are no other cars in the parking lot, but that doesn’t mean anything. She could’ve parked around the back.


  “How the hell do we even get in?” Dane says, gunning it across the middle of the lot.


  “There.” I point to the entrance gate.


  Dane stomps on the gas, forcing me back in my seat, but only for about five seconds. We slide to a stop next to a darkened ticket booth and nearly smash into it. Apparently Dane’s worried the brakes too hard this night.


  “Why do I feel like I should be wearing a tuxedo and bringing you a corsage?” Dane says as we leap from the car.


  We test the first gate and find a linked chain threaded through the rusty metal bars.


  “It does feel strangely familiar,” I gush, helping him yank the chain apart. He’s always been more limber than me and never more so than in an emergency.


  We push the massive, creaking gate open just enough to squeeze through.


  I follow Dane inside the park, trying to block out the mental image of Barracuda Bay’s Fall Formal and what happened last time someone kidnapped Stamp and focus on what’s in front of me.


  Splash Zone is a water park—slash—aquarium featuring the usual slides and gushers and slushers and arcades and penguin-shaped, chocolate-covered ice cream bars. Dane and I kept saying we’d go, we’d surprise Stamp and make a day of it, just the three of us, but we never did.


  Now here we are, about three in the morning, and I don’t think it’s to eat ice cream and ride the water gushers. But Splash Zone isn’t just fun and games. It’s got live animals, hence the penguin ice cream bars, and flamingos in a pond. But there is also a chance to swim with the dolphins. And, in a special steel tank, there are sharks. Real, live sharks that, as the entrance sign announced, you can feed by hand every hour on the hour.


  And maybe it’s just the pessimist in me, but I can’t imagine this night ending without sharks involved.


  The park is built around a giant lake, where fireworks explode at night and ski shows entertain during the day. You know the kind, with girls in bikinis making pyramids out of each other.


  Dane and I race around the empty park, but we don’t know where to go or what to do or, frankly, who to do it to. There are pink slides where daytime customers can pop out of flamingo mouths. There’s a kiddy pool with the water still running. The arcade sign is still blinking, though all the machines are dark.


  And no Stamp anywhere. Not even Val tripping us as we pass.


  We pause by a concession stand, and I’m glad we don’t have heaving lungs drowning out clues of where Stamp could be. But the silence in the deserted park is deafening.


  Until we hear the urgent shuffling.


  Dane looks behind him, but there’s nothing.


  Same with me. I creep away from the pink molded plastic of the concession stand and peer around a corner. Nothing. No one.


  The footsteps are closer, closer until finally from behind a dolphin merry-go-round a security guard clomps forth.


  I can tell right away—from his askew hat and bloody tie—he’s no longer living but freshly reanimated.


  “Zerker,” Dane says through gritted teeth as we instinctively crouch together.


  The groaning guard sees us—or more than likely smells us—and quickens his shuffling. The thing about Zerkers is they’re mean. Especially at first.


  Older Zerkers like Bones and Dahlia from back home, or Val now, or even Rudy Ortega and Wendy Schmaltz have had a while to settle into their Zerker tendencies. The frenzy in their brains has calmed, and once they’ve eaten human flesh, they’ll eventually repose into the bad guys they’re destined to be.


  But for awhile there, say the first 24 hours after they’ve been bitten, or turned, Zerkers are badass hombres.


  Like us, they feel no pain. They don’t need to breathe, so they can’t run out of steam, and they’ll run on bone stumps if their feet fall off. They’re the zombies authors write about and moviemakers portray: hungry, soulless, angry, confused. But mostly hungry. The worst part is, if it wasn’t for Zerkers, zombies would have a much easier time. But no, every few months or so, some random Zerker loses it, chomps on the neighbor, starts an infection, and boom—zombies everywhere get a bad rap.


  And that makes a 175-pound, six-dollars-an-hour security guard who’s just been turned into a Zerker your worst. Frickin’. Nightmare.


  I look around for something to defend myself with—a fire alarm axe, the bar off a kiddy swing set, a discarded Popsicle stick—but there’s nothing.


  Dane drags me to the nearest gift shop. With one thwack of his boot, he sends the front door’s glass cob-webbing and smashing to the ground.


  We stand back as the white, frosty shards rain to the concrete.


  The guard hears it and turns.


  We’re inside, tossing shelves and stuffed orcas.


  Dane finds something he obviously thinks will snuff out a newly reanimated zombie with the least effort. He’s smiling, hands behind his back so I can’t see his big discovery.


  I’m thinking a medieval sword or a spear studded with shark’s teeth or one of those tridents that Poseidon dude uses—now that is some Zerker-killing mojo right there. Then he tosses me whatever he’s been hiding.


  I catch it and immediately roll my eyes. A brass dolphin statue?


  “Hold it like this,” he says, palming a granite base and wrapping his fingers around the dolphin’s thin tail.


  I have to admit, it does look pretty lethal the way he’s holding it.


  “And jab it like … this!” He uses a stuffed manatee to make his point, spearing its defenseless nose with the tip of the dolphin’s snout (beak?) until the poor manatee’s stuffing lies all over the floor at our feet.


  Glass crunches behind us.


  I turn, instinctively doing as Dane says and shoving the dolphin’s beak into the guard’s face.


  Teeth crunch and tongue tears until the statue is wedged in the guard’s jaw so tightly it won’t budge. His mouth is wide open, the underside of the base poking out as his fingers claw at the statue. His yellow eyes widen, and thick goo gurgles out around the statue.


  The guard backpedals through the broken glass. His anxious attempts to rip the brass statuette from his mouth only shove it in deeper.


  It should’ve been a kill shot. And it would’ve been, except for the tiny little fact that, like zombies, Zerkers are already dead. He could live like that for days. Weeks.


  It’s knock out the brain or keep fighting the Zerker.


  “Throw me another one.” I sigh.


  Dane does but shakes his head. “Okay, fine, but don’t do that anymore. We can’t lug brass dolphins all over the park all night!”


  The guard tosses his head to and fro, desperate to dislodge the dolphin from his cracked and crumbling dentures.


  Dane sneaks up behind him, knocking over a stack of postcards in the process, and shoves his own dolphin’s beak into the Zerker’s right temple, unleashing a geyser of black goo.


  It does the job. Down goes the guard, never to rise again.


  Dane wipes gore on his black jeans and looks up at me, hands on his knees. “She must have turned the security guards,” he says, overstating the obvious.


  I cluck my tongue. “It must be nice to have no conscience. You can just turn random, innocent people like Rudy and Wendy and security guard guy here into your own mobile army. Forget Rudy’s parents or Wendy’s boyfriend or this poor dude’s family.”


  “She’s a Zerker, Maddy. What’d you expect?”


  I ignore him and keep walking, feeling ridiculous but much safer with my pointy dolphin beak held high.


  We go deeper into the park, expecting Zerker guards to pop out from every water fountain, picnic bench, or restroom. Splash Zone is huge, by the way, and full of the dripping of hoses and tanks and drying slides.


  There are no footprints to guide us, no spiky Stamp hair to follow, just this endless, giant water park and the smiling faces of stuffed dolphins and penguins and sharks staring out from every snack bar and gift shop window.


  We walk purposefully to clear each area in turn. First the kiddy slides, then the food court, then the arcade, and then the seal show. We expect to find Stamp at every one.


  We don’t. Not yet. We’re walking toward the starfish pond when I hear slapping behind me, like flippers or wet socks.


  I look back.


  Behind us waddles a dolphin trainer, still stuffed in her neon-blue wet suit and black flippers. Her skin is cement gray, and her eyes are yellow. Blood’s mixed into her seaweed-green ponytail, which rasps across her rubber shoulders with every step.


  “Maddy,” Dane shouts, but he’s too far away to help.


  Dolphin trainer flounders toward me.


  I crouch behind the nearest turtle shell—shaped trash can and take aim at her knee. The minute she pops into view, I kick out until my shoe connects in a bone-crunching snap.


  Dolphin trainer goes down. She’s still too fresh to be able to speak but well past feeling anything like pain. Her expressionless eyes look past me, a fiery yellow but blank and dead inside. Dry blood cakes her teeth as she looks around, openmouthed.


  I know I can’t feel, that I’m not supposed to feel, but still my heart seems hollow when I think about what’s about to come.


  What they never show you in the monster movies is how hard it is to kill someone—something—that still looks human.


  A vampire has fangs. No problem: stake through the heart.


  A werewolf has fur. No worries: pop a silver cap in that ass.


  Frankenstein has bolts on his neck.


  A mummy has miles of TP.


  But a zombie?


  How do you kill a humble security guard? Some missing kid from your own hood? A cheerleaderrific dolphin trainer who probably grew up running a petting zoo in her backyard every summer just for fun?


  “Maddy!”


  The dolphin trainer spots Dane and growls, her shattered kneecap tearing through the blue rubber of her suit as she struggles to stand.


  “I know. All right,” I shout, madder at him than I am at this poor stranded Zerker. “Just—I got this!”


  Images of undead footballers and reanimated cheerleaders and Zerker Home Ec teachers back in the Barracuda Bay High gym flood my mind as I yank the dolphin trainer’s ponytail back and shove the dolphin beak through her left eye, digging deep until I’m sure her brains are permanently scrambled.


  I yank the statue out and watch her writhe on the concrete, right flipper kicking in a chlorinated puddle until it stops. Forever.


  “What’d Val do? Turn everybody left in the park?” Dane huffs, standing next to me with an arm over my shoulders.


  “That’s what you get for working overtime,” I say humorlessly, taking no joy in wiping an innocent woman’s gray matter off on my own black jeans.


  We walk on now, gore under our fingernails, smelly water beneath our feet.


  Overhead a speaker squawks, and Val’s voice bellows, “Warmer, kids. You’re getting warmer.”


  Dane looks up immediately, as if perhaps Val is a fairy-zombie-mother floating above and he can knock off one of her wings with his brass statuette. Of course that witch is safe, probably in some invisible DJ booth, noshing on some innocent security guard’s cerebellum while we stumble around looking for Stamp.


  “We should split up,” I say. “You go find her. I’ll go find—”


  “No damn way.” Dane speeds up a little. “You don’t know what’s waiting for you at the end of this ride, and I’m not letting you go it alone anymore. That’s what got Stamp into this mess in the first place. We abandoned him.”


  I nod and follow him. I wonder if he’s right. If we’d be here now if we had tailed Stamp 24/7 since we got to Orlando. But how? How do you protect someone who doesn’t want to be protected?


  And what kind of Afterlife is it when all you do every day is look over your shoulder for the next Sentinel, the next Zerker, the next random thug to hunt you down?


  Another squawk, and this time I’m near enough to a light pole to see a speaker clamped to it high overhead. It’s white and boxy, but there’s no doubt. That’s where Val’s voice is coming from.


  “Warmer,” Val croaks. And then, as if we’re some kind of dense or something, she starts humming the theme song from Jaws: “Duh-duh, duh-duh, duh-duh-duh-duh …”


  And just as I’m about to toss my brass dolphin statuette at the damn speaker, I turn the corner and see a sign that says Teeth Time. The letters are red with blood drips down the sides, and the sign is shaped like a giant shark’s jaw. You know, the kind they always have in pictures.


  I hear the splashing, see the fresh puddles, and know Stamp is in the shark tank even before Val says, “Very good, kids. Hurry up now. He only has a minute or two left.”


  But she’s lying.


  Stamp is already half gone by the time we get to him.
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  Teeth Time is like a giant pool. Metal stands surround it, and one of those movie theater ropes zigs and zags to keep the guests’ lines from getting too chaotic. A small booth has an empty cash register and a sign: Shark Chow: $25. It sounds steep, but that includes 15 minutes in a shark cage where, next to a certified dive instructor, kiddies and grownups alike can feed real, live sharks.


  The cage is empty. I’d hoped Stamp might be there, safe, even if submerged and surrounded by sharks. Sharks who couldn’t get to him.


  The pool itself is alive with activity, gray water rippling and bits of fabric and worse clinging to the white-capped waves.


  Fins puncture the surface of the saltwater tank, making it hard to see Stamp through the ripples and the black goop that is zombie blood. But there he is, finally, secured to the bottom of the shark tank with what look like cinder blocks and bike chains.


  It’s not being underwater that’s threatening him. We don’t need to breathe, so big whoop. It’s the damn sharks circling him, some close, some not so close, all interested. They are sleek and slippery and brown or gray. They’re not big, like movie sharks, but their teeth are.


  I can see the black-and-white stripes of Stamp’s hoodie and the saucers of his eyes as his mouth moves and nothing, not even bubbles, comes out.


  I crumple beside the tank, looking for an opening, letting my dolphin statuette clatter to the wet concrete. It’s no use now. You can’t stab a shark with that and watch it die. They’re like the Living Dead but not actually.


  Six sharks circle Stamp, their fins slippery, their jaws chomping. And then I notice why. There are parts of Stamp inside.


  “Dane,” I shout helplessly even though he’s kneeling right next to me. Suddenly I’m kicking off my shoes. I don’t know why I do that except it’s what you do when you go swimming, right? I’m hysterical, shouting as I leap toward the water.


  Rough hands snatch me back before I can even get wet, then toss me 10 feet onto the concrete.


  I rush back, full steam.


  Dane literally pile drives me into the ground. “Stop! Maddy. Back. Off.”


  “We can’t let him die like that.” I shove with all my might and manage, with two knees and one well-placed elbow, to get Dane off me.


  “We have to,” he says from behind.


  Something clatters to the ground.


  I look closely to see Dane grabbing a copper stake from the rubber handle end, where it’s safe for him to touch.


  “W-w-where did that come from?” I stumble toward the shark tank.


  “I always keep one handy, Maddy.” He hoists it high.


  Now it’s serious. One touch from the copper business end, and that’s it. It’s lights out, Maddy. And I can’t have that. I need to get in that water and tear those sharks in half. He has to understand that.


  “Dane, just, it’s my choice. You couldn’t control Stamp. You can’t control me!”


  “No,” he says as he inches toward the edge of the tank. “I can’t control you, but I can save you.”


  “Just, okay, just let me see him, okay?”


  He holds the copper stake close. It’s about the size of a fireplace poker, and I wonder whether he hid it up his sleeve or down his pants. I see the protective leather cover lying on the ground next to his feet and wonder why I never noticed it before.


  Water splashes me as I reach the edge of the tank. A shark’s tail flaps at the surface, and his jaw clamps down, tearing something off Stamp’s body.


  I yelp and turn away, then turn back. I peer into the water, feeling Dane’s hand on my collar, and try to find Stamp’s eyes. But there is too much tissue in the water, making it cloudy, too much swirling around.


  I’m not doing it. I’m not sitting here while Stamp gets pulled to pieces. I yelp and leap.


  Dane yanks me back again, tossing me to the floor and sticking the business end of the copper stake deep in my throat.


  I gurgle and grind and hear a molar crack in my mouth, and then the lights go out.
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  I wake dripping wet but not because I’ve made it into the tank.


  My head pounds like someone is beating a drum inside, a side effect of the copper short-circuiting my electrical system and shutting me down cold so that, in effect, my zombie brain’s had to reboot for me to wake up.


  Dane and I call it a copper hangover, usually laughing because we’re not on the hangover end.


  Right now I feel dead. Deader, I guess, than usual.


  I blink, the blurry frame gradually coming into focus but slowly. So slowly.


  My clothes are soaked. That’s the first thing I notice. But also the dripping of water from, well, everywhere. There is a flapping sound everywhere I turn, like someone’s just dumped a bucket of fresh fish onto a dock.


  I blink to see the sky, yellow with my zombie vision. My joints are sore from the copper hangover.


  A shark is next to me in the open air, tail flipping, eyes gone white. It’s clearly dead, impaled by a brass dolphin statuette shoved to the hilt inside its dull brain. Red blood pours from the wound and mixes with the green saltwater puddles all over the deck.


  I sit up to find five more sharks, each one deader than the last, each with a dolphin statue—sized hole in its skull. My eyes stay open as I take in the scene. It’s like one of those end-of-the-world movies where the camera pans to show dolphins washed up on otherwise empty shores.


  Although these sharks didn’t die from the elements or global warming or some tidal wave. Someone killed them.


  “What happened?” I blather, tongue still partially paralyzed as I struggle to stand. It’s too hard, and I crash on my rump, resting my arm on a dead shark tail to steady myself.


  Dane turns, dripping and seeming dead inside too. “I tried, Maddy. I tried to save him—”


  “What? Tried?” I scream.


  I rush to his side and see the tank empty. The cinder blocks and chains are there. The water still laps against the side of the blue pool. Little bits of black-and-white cloth swirl in the water. But no Stamp.


  “Where is he?” I shout, tongue gradually regaining its composure.


  Dane struggles to speak, his face dripping and crumpling as if he might cry, but we both know that’s impossible.


  “Dane, where did he go?” My voice sounds desperate and dangerous, even to myself.


  “He’s gone.” Dane averts my gaze, pointing to the sharks bleeding on the deck. “He’s gone.”


  I limp toward him and, with each step, say, “Where. Did. He. Go?”


  Dane points to a shark. “H-h-he’s in this one and this one here and—” His voice breaks, and he turns his face away.


  I reach for the nearest shark. Its belly is fat and firm and tears easily beneath my rock-hard fingers. It’s like ripping open a wet suit, rubbery beneath my skin. It splits with a gushing sound as water and blood and body parts rush out.


  I see Stamp’s wrist, leathery and gnawed, and his ankle chewed off at the bone and still clad in half a sock, teeth marks puncturing his cold, gray skin.


  “All?” I whimper, thudding to the ground and reaching toward, but not touching, Stamp’s battered extremities. “They’re all like this?”


  Dane nods, kneeling next to me.


  “At least he didn’t feel it, Maddy.” Dane looks at me now.


  Finally, I look back.


  “But he’s gone,” I say quietly. “He’s … gone.”


  “I know.”


  “No,” I say more urgently now. “I mean, he’s gone. Last time I could bite him and bring him back. Now I wouldn’t even know where to start.”


  He waits a beat, as if wondering if I’ll overreact to what he’s about to say, then says it anyway. “Maddy, this isn’t where it starts. It’s where it ends.”


  “But it can’t end here. Not here. Not like this.”


  He nods and says no more.


  I sit there, dripping and hopeless, staring at Dane’s dark eyes.


  He gently draws me close to him. I shiver but can’t cry. My eyes are open and staring into the wet, black cotton covering his bony shoulder. I flash on an image: Dane leaping into the tank, fighting off the sharks, tossing them onto the deck, snatching pieces of Stamp flesh from their cold, dead jaws.


  But I don’t feel proud of him, exactly, or even grateful to him for trying. I only feel emptiness and the sickening knowledge that nothing will ever be the same. That nothing will ever be worth it again if a kid like Stamp can be torn to pieces just for some crazy Zerker’s enjoyment.


  I push Dane away too hard.


  He falls over the nearest shark and down onto his butt on the wet concrete. He sits there looking startled and surprisingly helpless, and my heart breaks all over again.


  “Sorry.” I sniff, helping him up and ignoring the bit of black leather belt stuck in the shark’s teeth as I glance in its direction.


  Then I look at Dane’s hand and notice something missing.


  “Where the hell is your pinky?”


  Dane looks down and shrugs. “Maddy, they were sharks in there, not kittens.”


  I barely push him, and he nearly stumbles again.


  Now I see why. There’s a chunk missing from his right calf, glaring and bloodless through his torn jeans.


  “Dane!”


  I turn him around and see nicks all over his back, his arms, but nothing else is missing.


  Suddenly it washes over me: Dane jumped into a shark tank to save Stamp.


  And here he is, limping and missing a whole entire finger.


  I kneel and slip from my leather jacket, tearing off a sleeve and yanking it into strips.


  “Let me look at this. Jesus,” I murmur, turning him around as I gasp at the sight of his calf muscle just out there for the whole world to see.


  There is a four-inch gash where the skin has been sliced open and raw beef pokes out from inside: withered, gray zombie muscle and white, petrified tendons. I avert my gaze and tie two strips of leather around it to keep it covered.


  “Will it heal?” I say, already suspecting the answer.


  He shrugs as I wipe the last two strips of leather around his left hand, covering his jagged pinky stump. ”It’ll get hard and useless but, no, I don’t think it will heal. Guess my days of wearing short shorts are all over.”


  Neither of us chuckles.


  With my nursing duties over, Stamp in pieces, and sharks lying at my feet, all I want is to get going.


  “Where is she?” I stomp away.


  When I don’t hear Dane’s footsteps splashing through the shark guts, I turn to find him standing there in the same place, a worried look on his face.


  “Don’t you, I mean, shouldn’t we—?” He kneels, reaching toward a piece of Stamp.


  It’s part of an arm, ragged at both ends.


  Before he can touch it, I blurt, “Shouldn’t we what?”


  “Well,” he says, stopping short of touching it, “shouldn’t we try to bury him?”


  “No. We should try to avenge him. Now where did she go?”


  He stands, looking almost relieved that I’ve shot down his burial theory. Yeah, I know it seems cold, but what are we supposed to do? Cut each shark open? Grab every body part? Every one? Bury the sharks with Stamp to make sure? And where? When? For how long?


  I already buried Stamp once, back in Sable Palms Cemetery. It was wrong to dig him up then, to take him from his natural death and give him an unnatural life. It would be just as wrong to toss his pieces, what’s left of them, into some shallow grave now.


  “Well,” Dane says, dragging me toward a metal stairway between the shark and dolphin tanks, “she stopped laughing about 10 minutes ago, but I think I know where she is.”


  We tromp up the stairs, my fists clenched so hard my nails will leave scars on my palms. That’s the least of my worries.


  At the top is a booth cleverly hidden behind a banner: Win One for the Flipper!


  The booth is about the size of my old counselor’s office at Barracuda Bay High, with tinted windows overlooking both the shark tank and the dolphin swim areas. It must be a control booth of some kind, where technicians can make announcements or swivel spotlights or play music to start the show.


  There’s a red sign on the white door: Keep Out! Employees Only!


  With his good leg, Dane kicks in the door only to find an empty chair and another note taped on it, this one scrawled on the back of a food court menu featuring fried shrimp and hush puppies.


  So sorry about Stamp. See you in Barracuda Bay. If the Sentinels let you go, that is.


  XOXO,


  Val


  We look at each other, eyes big and mouths open, like two characters out of an old-timey silent movie reel.


  “Barracuda Bay?” I gasp.


  “Sentinels?” Dane says. But I can tell it’s not really a question. It’s a statement. He’s pointing out the tinted window of the control booth to the pavement below.


  A team of Sentinels pours into the park. I watch two, three at a time shoulder each other out of the way as their black berets bob and weave while they race their stiff zombie legs.


  We can see them from afar with our vantage point, and we both know there’s not enough time to run. Not anymore.


  They are striding with purpose, passing all the landmarks we did on our long, meandering loop around the park, only in half the time: the snack bars, the arcade, the food court, the trash cans, the Otter Climbing Wall, the Barracuda Bungee Jump …


  Each has a Taser in one hand, the other hand free to pump like a piston as they march gracelessly in their black cargo pants with plenty of pockets up and down each side.


  I count 10 of them, all twice our size, before they reach the shark tank and I give up completely. And I’m not just talking about the counting.


  Their thick, black boots splash through the puddles left by Dane’s shark attack. Their berets duck floating balloons and pennants while the Sentinels scour the deck for us.


  A few break rank to kneel next to the sharks, nudging them with their Tasers and watching as the rubbery bodies bounce back.


  A couple of them chuckle as they open the shark’s jaws, rubbing dead, gray skin against the sharp teeth and making faces. One picks up a piece of Stamp’s body and tosses it to a friend.


  Stupid, heartless Sentinels.


  I retch, even though I can’t throw up because there’s nothing to throw up and my long-dead stomach muscles wouldn’t let me even if there were. It’s a reaction, I guess, some holdover in my human DNA to express the shock and disgust I feel.


  Maybe Zerkers aren’t the only bad zombies after all.


  I think of Stamp and that night so many months ago. How badly I wanted to see him. How I snuck out of my house in the rain to go to his stupid party. How excited I was, how dangerous it felt to be slinking through back alleys in the downpour, how much I wanted to kiss him and him to kiss me. How much I wanted him to want me and suspected he did.


  The fact that I died that night, on the way to his house, has been a part of me ever since. And Stamp has been a part of me ever since. Love him, hate him, date him, break up with him, but an Afterlife without him—an eternity to grieve—will be no life at all.


  I look away and slump in a seat in the control booth.


  Dane does the same. He swivels his chair toward me and holds my hand. After a long minute, he says, “She tricked us. From day one, this was all about setting us up.”


  “Doesn’t matter.”


  “But, Maddy, the Sentinels. They’ll find us. We’re cooked.”


  “Doesn’t matter.”


  “Yeah, it does. Once the Sentinels get you, that’s it. Might as well try breaking out of federal prison.”


  I look back at him and say, as if on autopilot, “Dane, it doesn’t matter.”


  He tightens his grip but says no more.


  The first of the Sentinels trudge up the stairs, making the booth tremble.


  I say, “Don’t you want to know why it doesn’t matter?”


  “Sure,” he says, but I can tell his heart isn’t in it.


  “Because, Dane, if it’s the last thing I do, I’m going to rip Val’s head off with my bare hands.”
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  We ride in silence, for the most part, in the speeding SUV. My right arm is fastened to the armrest with those zip-tie handcuffs TV cops always use. They’re stronger than they look for being so thin and see-through, though at this point I’m not really dreaming of getting away, merely surviving.


  They’re Sentinels, see? And we’ve been on the run for, what, nearly five months now? They’ve probably spent thousands of man-hours and tens of thousands of dollars looking for us, and we’ve pretty much made fools of them from day one. So I’m figuring if they don’t rekill us right away, it will just be to tear off our limbs one by one.


  Either way, our future’s not exactly bright at the moment.


  I don’t try jiggling the restraint, not even once. I just sit there numb in a seat next to a giant Sentinel who stares bleakly ahead as the miles spin beneath our tires.


  Dane is in the seat behind me, strapped in as well, with his own personal Sentinel sitting beside him, also huge, also silent.


  Two more Sentinels fill the driver’s seat and passenger seat in front of me. They’re so tall their trademark black berets scrape the ceiling every time they move their heads, which is infrequently.


  The rising sun barely penetrates the thick-tinted glass as the driver takes an exit. I can’t see which exit it is, but I don’t care where we’re going or how to get back. We zip off the highway on two wheels.


  As I lean to compensate, I watch the tie dig into my wrist and feel my shoulder rub across the Sentinel next to me. He nudges back, like I did it on purpose. I huff, he huffs, until we’re back on four wheels and speeding forward, ever forward, all over again.


  Two more identical SUVs follow us as we merge from a modern highway to a backwater, two-lane strip of pothole-ridden asphalt near the Florida-Georgia border. I jostle, lips sealed lest I scream Stamp’s name over and over and over again.


  I have to keep my eyes open and stare at the back of the Sentinel in front of me. If I don’t, I’ll keep flashing onto things best never seen again: Stamp’s black-and-white hoodie, arms waving at the bottom of the tank, chains wrapped around his legs, dead sharks and body parts, bloody water on the deck, Dane’s eyes, the look on his face as I came to.


  He’s gone. He’s gone … Dane’s quivering voice echoes in my mind. Why don’t these damn Sentinels talk to each other, just once, to drown it out?


  Things happen quickly after our four silent hours on the road. The SUV approaches a sign: The Crestview Rehabilitation Center. The pine trees and setting sun on the wooden sign seem to say, “Come here and stay … forever.” I wonder if Dane is right: if once the Sentinels grab you, they never let you go. And again, it doesn’t matter.


  I’ll get out. I have to get out.


  Either that or die trying.


  The sign looks weathered as we pass, as does the rehabilitation center itself: a barren three-story brick building.


  The Sentinels pull around to the back to a kind of garage area, where more Sentinels wait. Lots more. They stand in formation, five rows of three Sentinels each, all dressed in black. Their thin lips are stitched together. Not literally but they might as well be.


  This is the point at which Dane or I would normally crack wise, say, “Glad you could bring out the welcome wagon,” or something totally lame like that, but I just watch, lips zipped as tight as the Sentinels’.


  Maybe I’ll become one after all. I feel double dead inside, which is what most of them appear to be. Maybe that’s the kind of rehabilitation Crestview is offering: taking civilian zombies and turning them into fighting, ugly, angry killing machines who apparently need a dozen pockets up and down each leg. But, hey, if that’s the only way I’ll ever get out of here, well, sign me up. I look good in black.


  The engine shuts off, filling the grim morning with even more silence since the Sentinels rarely have anything to say. The drivers get out as the Sentinel next to me reaches into one of his many pants pockets. He pulls out a switchblade, the thuggish kind, and flips it open with a click.


  He looks at me carefully, eyes dead and dark, with the hint of a smile quivering at one corner of his gray lips.


  I look back at him, chin up, eyes just as dead. The smile, if there ever was one, disappears.


  With one slice, he frees my bonds.


  The door next to me slides open, and two Sentinels grab my arms.


  Behind me, as we walk through the garage and into a back entrance, the sounds of boots on asphalt and whispering black pants mingle with Dane’s voice. Little snippets reach me as I’m marched into the building.


  Dane’s voice increases in volume as I’m led ahead: “Where are you taking her? … But she didn’t do anything! … Why can’t we be together?”


  I flinch hearing his desperate tone but don’t look around, not even to wink or mouth the words, “It’s okay. I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.”


  The sooner Dane is rid of me, the better. For him, anyway.


  Inside the hospital-smelling building, the floors are squeaky clean. I stare straight ahead, watching white wall after white wall, door after door, corner after corner, until I spot a door marked Intake and know that’s where we’re headed.


  And then … we walk right on by.


  And keep walking, passing through doors and corners and corridors until it seems we’ve been walking for days. I feel like I did with Dane at Splash Zone, running around in circles looking for something, for someone, not there.


  And yet I’ve been around Sentinels before. They never do anything or go anywhere without a reason. Maybe they’re running us around in circles because they want us to feel confused and disoriented. Or maybe this place just has a really crappy layout. I dunno.


  Finally we come to a wide, clunky service elevator in the back. It has tan doors and no music inside. We ride to the top floor. The door dings and opens onto green walls instead of white.


  We walk the long corridors. It’s not so much a maze as a track, one that never really seems to go anywhere.


  The hallways are wide, like in a nursing home or Dad’s morgue, and now once in awhile Dane and I can see each other if we glance to the left or right. Whenever I do, Dane is watching me carefully, as if I might crumble at any moment. I remain expressionless, even though I know a smile would ease his mind.


  Still, it feels wrong to smile this day. My clothes are still damp from the place where Stamp was slaughtered. His killer is still somewhere out there, footloose and fancy free, heading to my hometown—where my dad lives, where he’s vulnerable.


  Gradually, though, Dane and his Sentinel guards slow down. They’re still with us—us being me and a Sentinel on either side of me—but no longer beside us. I haven’t seen Dane’s face in many minutes.


  He calls my name but is quickly muzzled by the thump of what sounds like an elbow to the stomach, or maybe the head, and then … no more. I still hear his footsteps, softer, quieter than the Sentinel’s, but even they begin to fade out.


  Finally we get to a large room with one table and two chairs. It looks like one of those interrogation rooms you see on cop shows. The Sentinels bring me inside and sit me down. I don’t resist.


  They stand there for a minute, and I’m waiting for one or both of them to chain me to the table somehow, but they don’t. They are as silent and grim as ever. Then they simply walk out of the room and stop.


  I turn to face them a little, just to see what they’re doing, and it’s basically … nothing. I see the backs of their heads through the Plexiglas windows on either side of the door. I shrug and turn back to face the wall.


  It’s cinder block, like the rest of the place, and painted a generic off-white. Not quite tan, not quite white. After awhile I no longer even see it. Maybe that’s the point.


  I look down at my lap, which is covered in the goop of the heads of the security guard and dolphin trainer. And I wonder how many Splash Zone employees Val turned just to slow us down on our way to the shark tank.


  The goo has dried and stained my jeans, even though they were black to start with. That’s how black Zerker blood is—blacker than black. After I stare for several minutes, the stain looks like one of those inkblot tests they give you in the counselor’s office when you act out after your mom runs out on you in sixth grade. If I stare at it long enough, it changes like a cloud: first a pirate ship, then a proper lady’s face, then a grizzly bear.


  I’m glad, in a way, that I never got Stamp’s blood on me. I couldn’t handle that, having it on me, staring at it, watching it grow and shift and merge into odd shapes.


  I look away, back to the white-not-white gloss of the opposite wall.


  Dane said Stamp didn’t feel anything, and logically I know that’s right. Dead nerve endings mean no pain. I’ve been punched, kicked, knocked in the head with a bat, shoved around, and none of it ever actually hurt, not one second. But I knew what was going on. I might not have felt the pain in my skin or muscles or bones, but I felt it in my soul.


  I’ve felt scared and anxious and apprehensive and hurt and betrayed and hopeless pretty much every day since I got this way, and no one’s ever going to tell me that I wouldn’t feel all that to the 900th degree if, say, a shark or four or five were tearing me apart and I couldn’t do a damn thing about it.


  I shake it off, quit blinking so I can stop seeing Stamp’s hand lying there, bitten in half, on the wet deck of the shark tank. I keep my eyes open and listen to the squeaking from down the hall.


  It’s purposeful but slow, almost cautious.


  It sounds like someone wearing Sentinel boots, but the footsteps are softer, lighter than a Sentinel’s. I wonder if maybe since Dane was wetter than me they’ve given him a change of clothes, including boots, and now he’s coming to sit with me while we wait for something else to happen.


  But I know when the door shuts behind me and only one pair of footsteps approaches the table that I’m wrong. I won’t be seeing Dane again today.


  This is what they wanted: divide and conquer. It was too much, too good, to think they’d let us stay together. Maybe later, after they’ve done what they’re going to do. But now? Now they’ve got us right where they want us, and there’s nothing we can do about it.


  “Madison Emily Swift?” says a stern voice.


  I turn to find a tall woman standing next to the table. She’s so regal, so prim and proper, that I almost feel like standing up. Almost.


  “My name’s Vera. I’ll be your intake counselor.”


  Vera’s dressed in Sentinel garb—thick boots, pocket pants, long-sleeved shirt with lapels on the shoulders, even a beret—but it’s all light blue. The color of suits that little boys will sometimes wear on Easter Sunday. Powder blue, my mom would have called it if she were still around.


  “How do you know my name?”


  She sits, in all her blueness, and slides a thick green file folder on the table. In her free hand is a shiny silver pen. She clicks the top nervously, as if maybe she doesn’t want to be in the room with a chick who’s just watched her ex get swallowed by some hungry sharks.


  “Why wouldn’t I know your name?” She cocks her head, still clicking her pen.


  Vera’s black hair is close cropped, her skin a kind of coppery gray, her eyes a silken black.


  “Well, I mean, the Sentinels probably gave you my purse, but the ID inside is fake, so …”


  The woman stares at me without a readable expression. With those black eyes and not a wrinkle on her face, I can’t tell if she’s mad, glad, about to shove a copper stake in my eye socket, or what.


  Finally she taps the folder and says, “Maddy, this is all yours. Every last page of it.” For proof, she flips open the top of the folder and slides out several news stories from the Barracuda Bay Bugle, featuring my latest yearbook photo. And then an actual page from my yearbook, copied, with my photo coated in yellow highlighter. There’s a copy of my old driver’s license, family photos from one of Dad’s albums, a picture of Mom.


  Mom? Dang, how far back does this file go anyway?


  But then Vera keeps flipping through the pile. Buried underneath are more photos. More recent ones. Surveillance photos of Dane and me at our apartment in Orlando, in the parking lot at work, on the stage. A copy of my employee ID badge and fake driver’s license.


  I sit up a little straighter. “Wh-wh-where did you get those?”


  Vera offers her version of a smile. “You think the Sentinels were going to let you run away from Barracuda Bay without a chase? You think we didn’t find you or follow your dad or listen to your calls every month?”


  “But we were so careful. We never saw a Sentinel the whole time we were in Orlando. Not once.”


  Vera flips one of her blue lapels with a long finger. “You think we can’t change out of these and put on a Mickey Mouse T-shirt and a ball cap and a camera strap around our necks and blend in enough to snap some pictures of you in some monster makeup show? Or at the midnight movies or the mall? Please give us a little more credit than that.”


  “Well, then why didn’t you pull us in sooner?” I say, confusion turning to concern. “I mean, if you knew where we were, where we worked, where we lived, why didn’t you just snatch us right away?”


  Vera avoids my gaze for the first time and says coldly, “Early in our investigation of the events in Barracuda Bay, we determined that allowing you to remain free would facilitate the apprehension of several Zerkers who were, shall we say, following you.”


  I nod, the temperature in my body dropping even more. It’s not bad enough the Zerkers want us dead. The Sentinels were willing to let them get close just so they could catch them.


  “So we were bait?”


  “Not precisely.” Vera rushes to defend herself, clicking her pen closed and slipping it in one of her powder-blue top pockets. “Like I said, we had you under surveillance 24/7 and could have easily pulled you in if Val hadn’t led you on that wild goose chase tonight.”


  “You were there?” I sit up. “At the warehouse? At the club? At Splash Zone? The whole time?”


  Vera nods without expression. “We couldn’t show our hand too soon. We had to wait for an extraction team, had to be sure Val was alone, that it wasn’t a trap we couldn’t get out—”


  “How soon was too soon?” I snap, sitting up just a smidge. “Before Val lowered Stamp into the shark tank? Before Val released the sharks? Was one shark too soon? Two sharks? Three? Four? How many limbs did Stamp have to lose before you had enough Sentinels to snatch one tiny Zerker?”


  Vera looks back, undeterred. “You don’t understand. We have procedures in place. Rules, protocols. You might have known that if you’d waited for us back in Barracuda Bay rather than running away before you could explain yourselves.”


  “So this is our fault? We were protecting ourselves! The Zerkers were killing kids in Barracuda Bay. Not zombies. Kids. Live kids. One here, one there. Should we have just stepped aside and let that—”


  “Dane and Chloe knew the rules, Maddy, even if you didn’t. They knew what to do, and they ignored us. We could have stopped the Zerkers in Barracuda Bay before things got out of hand. Before you lost your football team, your cheerleading squad, and half the faculty. Then you ran away from us. Did you not think there would be consequences for your actions?”


  “Yeah.” I snort, crossing my arms and breaking my no-emotion rule, because this witch right here has gotten under my zombie skin. “Consequences like, I dunno, a medal? A ticker tape parade, maybe? Free teeth whitening for life? Vera, we destroyed the Zerkers in Barracuda Bay. We saved countless lives, and what did we get for it? A life on the lam.”


  Vera starts to speak, then closes her mouth and her eyes. She shakes her head. “Now is not the time or place. Nor, frankly, are you in a position to argue. You are here now, and that is all that matters. I will be your intake counselor, and I alone will determine when you are to be released. If you are to be released. We’ll start with a brief interview and—”


  “If?”


  Vera’s eyes are big again. “Yes, if. You are out of options. Like it or not, we are the law, and the laws can’t be broken. If it is determined that you played a larger role in Barracuda Bay than my records indicate, then your Afterlife sentence will be, shall we say, extreme.”


  “Afterlife sentence?”


  “How long you remain here at the center, incarcerated, before we feel it’s safe to let you walk among Normals again. I have to warn you, some Afterlife sentences are extremely—”


  “Whatever, Vera. Sentinels, Zerkers, intake, outtake, release, Afterlife sentence—whatever. Doesn’t matter. I’ll do what you want from now on. I couldn’t care less about freedom anymore. All I want to know is this: Who the hell is Val, and what the hell did she want with Stamp?”


  “Why, I thought a girl as smart as you would have figured it out by now.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  Vera shakes her head as if she’s disappointed in me, in Dane, in us. “Val wasn’t after Stamp, honey. She wasn’t even after Dane. She was after you.”


  “Me? Why? What the hell did I ever do to her?”


  “Not to her. To her brother.”


  “Her brother? How the hell could I know her—?”


  Vera finally nods, cracking a vaguely sinister, almost pleased, smile.


  “Bones?” I sit at the edge of my seat. “You mean Bones was Val’s brother?”
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  Why do you think we took so many risks before trying to apprehend her?” Vera says, suddenly seeming to take an interest in my damp clothes and mascara-streaked face.


  “Trying?” I blurt, beyond myself with disbelief. “You mean the witch got away?” I shake my head. God, Sentinels suck. Seriously.


  “Unfortunately, yes, she was able to escape before the extraction team was fully prepared to apprehend her and—”


  I slam the table, if only to stop her excuses.


  The folder pops closed, and some of the pictures shift.


  “She’s five feet nothing. Weighs 90 pounds soaking wet, and I just rode here with about 2,000 tons of Sentinel fun. Couldn’t anyone stop her? Hell, the way she was teasing us from that DJ booth, she was practically begging to be caught. What’s the use of tailing us, using us as bait, if you’re not even going to catch the Zerker who’s been stalking us?”


  Vera shakes her head, absently sliding the old photos back into the thick file. “As I said, we have procedures—”


  “Then your procedures got Stamp killed. All those Sentinels waiting outside Splash Zone, and the whole time Val was letting the sharks loose. Dozens of men with their Tasers and big muscles, and they just stood by while those sharks tore him to pieces.”


  I stop, not because I don’t have more to say but because I can see the wheels going round in her head, waiting for my mouth to stop moving.


  “Maddy, I know you’re upset. I don’t blame you. But you don’t know the full story. We didn’t have dozens of Sentinels in place while Stamp was, was—”


  “Save it.” I spare her the trouble of making excuses I’m not going to believe anyway. “What’s done is done. My question is what are you doing now to catch her?”


  “We have teams on the ground combing through her abandoned warehouse, checking her cell phones. We’ll find her.”


  “Before she gets to Barracuda Bay? Before she finds my father? Before she tears him apart?”


  “I said we’ll find her.”


  “Not if I find her first,” I say grimly, avoiding her gaze.


  Vera slips her shiny pen out from her breast pocket and studies it. “First you’ll have to get through me, dear.”


  I can’t tell if she’s challenging or threatening me. Does she mean literally get through her, like knock her down and run over her back? Or metaphorically, like she’s going to have to approve my discharge or something? I guess I don’t much care, since both seem pretty far out of reach at the moment anyway.


  “Then tell me what I have to do, Vera. What do you want? I’ll do it.”


  Vera stands. “All in good time.”


  I picture my dad sitting in our cozy breakfast nook, drinking instant coffee out of his cracked Christmas mug, thinking he’s safe when all the while Bones’ sister is heading straight his way, hell-bent on revenge.


  Vera grabs the folder from the table and waits, looking down at me while tapping one booted toe as she stands there, looking triumphant and regal in her uniform.


  “I don’t have time.” I hate the helpless sound in my voice, but I’m just as helpless to stop it. “Val said … she said … she said she’s going to—”


  “Your father is safe. Whether he knows it or not, we have him surrounded. Even more so than usual. Now get up or—”


  “Or what?” I grip the table, ready for a fight. Why not? She said we were safe, and look what happened to Stamp. She said they were using us as bait but then couldn’t even catch Val when she was sitting there, seducing Stamp for two whole weeks. Why shouldn’t we fight after all that?


  I can take this chick. She’s old and thin and wearing that powder-blue Sentinel uniform. How tough can she be?


  She smiles placidly, holding the thick file in one hand and her silver pen in the other. She flicks the pen’s top up and down, up and down, almost … menacingly.


  “You don’t want to make me move you, Maddy. Trust me.”


  “Please.” I chuckle. “I’ve fought bigger and badder and—”


  Vera clicks her pen one last time, then jabs it in my neck as I’m bragging. I have just enough time to think, The hell? before a whiff of ozone, a sizzle of electricity, the smell of burnt meat, and whoosh! I fly like a Mack truck from the chair, across the room and into the wall, sliding down cinder block to the linoleum floor.


  Heaped in a corner, every joint tense and brain fried, I try to speak but my tongue just kind of vibrates.


  “Give yourself a minute, dear,” Vera says as if she’s just served me iced lemonade and sugar cookies. “The juice from my electric pen is still flowing through you. Now you were saying something about, what was it? Oh yeah, bigger and badder?”


  She smiles down at me, eyes not entirely unkind despite the use of her magic, ass-kicking pen, as the juice runs its course through my body.


  Stupid. I was stupid not to know that pen was some kind of weapon with all the clicking and clacking right in front of my face the entire time.


  She helps me stand on wobbly legs, then waits as I steady myself with one trembling hand pressed flat against the nearest wall.


  “I’m sorry, Maddy,” she whispers before she opens the door. “But you left me no choice. I can help you, you know, if you let me.”


  I can’t tell if she’s being serious or luring me in with some good Sentinel/bad Sentinel crap, but I keep my distance until she pockets the pen. I try to unclench my jaw. It takes awhile.


  Electricity is to zombies what silver is to werewolves, what garlic and holy water are to vampires. All we have left, the only juice still running through our veins, is electric current. It’s why brains, which are full of electricity even after they’re dead, are all we need, all we want, to survive. So when something conducts electricity, like the copper at the end of Dane’s stake or a Sentinel’s Taser or Vera’s James Bond electric pen, well, it doesn’t play fair with our zombie insides.


  So forgive me if I’m still a little clumsy on my two left feet as I stumble to the door. Vera walks through and says to the guards, “I’ll escort Ms. Swift to her cell, gentleman. That is all.”


  Her voice is crisp and not at all how she talked to me inside the room. It almost sounds, though I know it can’t be true, like Vera’s their boss. But if there’s one thing Sentinels hate more than Zerkers, it’s women. I’ve never seen a female Sentinel and, according to Dane, there’s never been one.


  So how can Vera be their boss?


  They grumble and make a move to follow, but apparently that powder-blue suit isn’t as lame as it appears, because one cluck of Vera’s tongue and the Sentinels scatter as if she’s just stuck her pen in both of their necks at the same time. I watch them go, wishing I could see the looks on their faces.


  I can see Vera’s, though. She smiles and leads me down another hall.


  At the end of it is a hulking Sentinel sitting at a cheap, metal desk like you’d see in any high school counselor’s office. There is nothing on it except his hands, which he raises in a stop, do not proceed motion.


  Vera says, “I’m here with the detainee.”


  Hmm, that sounds kind of … innocent. Not prisoner, not customer, not client, not inmate. Detainee. Kind of like detention but with a zombie guard keeping watch over the door instead of, you know, some pudgy assistant principal.


  But then I wonder, is detainee better than prisoner? Or worse?


  The Sentinel grumbles and starts to rise, but Vera says, “I have a key.”


  He sits heavily, as if relieved.


  From a hip pocket Vera slides out a key and quickly slips it into a round metal lock. There’s a resounding click, and the tan-colored door hisses open.


  Inside is a long hall. It’s brightly lit with flickering bulbs but narrow. A yellow line—I can’t tell if it’s painted on or just really good tape—stretches in front of a row of cells, maybe eight in all.


  Like, real cells.


  Jail.


  Cells.


  Detainee or no, it’s clear I’m a prisoner of some sort.


  Vera and I stop in front of one.


  “I thought you were joking.”


  “Why would I be joking, Maddy?”


  “Isn’t this”—I rack my brain for the name on the sign we saw while pulling in earlier—”the Crestview Rehabilitation Center?”


  “That? That’s just so Normals keep on driving by and don’t get in our hair. This is one of a dozen containment facilities the Sentinels operate around the country. It houses detainees from the southeast region mostly: Florida, Georgia, the Carolinas, a few from Tennessee.”


  “Detainees?” I say—anything to stall going inside that cell.


  She nods, reaching in one of her pockets for the same key she used to open the door at the end of the hall. “Sentinels that have gone rogue, zombies who refuse to meet with the Council of Elders, zombies who have been caught eating human flesh—that kind of thing. And Zerkers, of course. If we rehabilitate anything here, it’s them.”


  “You can do that?” I say, and not just to stall. “Rehabilitate Zerkers?”


  Vera bites her lower lip, the way Dane will when he’s not sure whether to tell me the truth. “Not all. But we’re working on some interesting techniques that may hold out hope for the future.”


  I try to picture a future where someone like Bones or Dahlia or even Val could be rehabilitated. “Is that something we even want?”


  Vera looks at me with something like respect or at least interest. “I’m not sure. But … don’t you think we should at least try?”


  I start to answer, but the thought of Stamp’s black-and-white hoodie floating among the circling sharks closes my mouth. How do you rehabilitate someone who could do something like that?


  She takes my nonanswer as an answer and reaches into a pocket.


  I flinch, expecting to get a jolt from the pen again.


  Instead she flashes the key to make sure it’s the right one.


  To buy myself another minute or two, I say, “W-w-well, for such a big place, it sure seems empty.”


  “It is empty.” She slides the key in the last lock and eases the cell door open on smooth, oiled hinges. “Except for you.”


  She steps aside, and I walk in. What’s the point of delaying the inevitable any longer, right?


  The cell is wide, if not long. There is no cot, like in the movies, or toilet or even sink. Because, well, what do I need with any of those things? One table and two chairs stand in the corner. That’s it. They’re steel and bolted into the cinder block wall, so I can’t even pick one up and clobber a guard over the head with it.


  I turn from exploring the room to find Vera closing the door gently, then pocketing the key. She stands there, file in hand, key and pen in pocket.


  I say what’s been on my mind since we parted:


  “What about Dane?”


  “Don’t worry about Dane right now. There is you, there is me, and that’s all you need to worry about right now.”


  I shake my head. “So what now? I’m supposed to rot in some cell while a crazy-ass Zerker makes tracks for Barracuda Bay, and you think I’m going to stand for that?”


  “What choice do you have?”
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  There are no windows in the cell, naturally, but none in the hall either. I’ve been pacing for, I dunno, hours or days since Vera walked away.


  I keep waiting for her to come back, to bring Dane along with her, to drag me to the Council of Elders, to experiment on me, to question me, to execute me—something. Anything would be better than this.


  This not knowing, this not doing? Florida is a big state but not that big. Anyone with a lead foot and a dead bladder could make it from one end to the other in a day, easy. Someone like Val, a motivated, deadly, cunning, and gleeful killer? She’s probably already there.


  And after the Sentinels dropped the ball with Stamp, how am I supposed to believe Dad’s safe, as Vera said? Fact is, I don’t. The thought of Val in the same town, in the same state, as my dad makes my dead skin crawl. But for all my zombie strength, the bars are too thick to bend and walk through. So I’m stuck for now. Perhaps even for awhile.


  The cell is exactly 14 paces wide, and I walk them over and over again as I fume. I picture Dane, black T-shirt still damp from trying to save Stamp, and how he knocked me out in order to save me.


  I think of his missing pinky and the gaping gash in his calf and the dreadful look on his face as he waited for me to come to. How long had he sat there, dripping wet, black goo oozing from his missing digit, surrounded by dead sharks and pieces of Stamp? One minute? Ten minutes? Twenty?


  I drift back to Barracuda Bay and remember the first two Zerkers I ever encountered. I can clearly picture Bones, so tall in his shiny white tracksuit, so crafty and clever. His partner in crime, Dahlia, so petite and full of fury. They were a good match, the two of them combining their strengths to be double the trouble for the good zombies who lived in my hometown.


  In Val, it’s like both were reincarnated on crack with a PhD in mean and a black belt in bitchery.


  I shake my head, clench my fists, and pace, but it doesn’t change the fact that I’m in here and she’s out there. It was a mistake to run. I know that now. I wonder if Dane does. I wonder if Stamp did all along. We should have stayed and taken the heat. For better or worse.


  We were stronger together back then. Dane and Chloe were a force to be reckoned with, like Bones and Dahlia. Two heads were better than one. Dane with his hard angles and rough edges and complete lack of empathy for anything Zerker. Chloe with her utter badassery. Nothing and nobody could get by her. Until, of course, someone—or something—did.


  And me? I was so eager to please Dane, so diehard in wanting to protect Stamp, I’d have done anything to keep us all safe and re-alive.


  If Val had shown up then, with all three of us on our game, she wouldn’t have been able to touch us. Not a chance. Back then Stamp still trusted me and Dane still respected my opinion, and together we managed to stop an undead army complete with footballer zombies, Living Dead cheerleaders, and even a legion of undead teachers.


  A punk Zerker like Val? She would have been worm food in 10 seconds flat.


  Then we ran, and everything changed.


  It was like, as the school burned down in our rear-view mirror, we left part of ourselves behind. The best part of ourselves.


  By the time we got to Orlando, almost as soon as we crossed the city line, everything shifted and none for the better. I chose Stamp, and Dane melded into the background. He became more father than boyfriend, and the more time I spent with Stamp, the more he knew my heart belonged to Dane.


  And the more Stamp knew, the more he changed. Withdrew. He became hurt, and once we broke up for good he was distant. He became less like a friend or even an ex and more like a roommate.


  Him staying out all those nights, with some new crowd we didn’t know, made him worse than hurt. It made him vulnerable. Bait for a chick like Val and her charms, whatever those might have been.


  And now Stamp was gone forever, and Val won. The thought of her, that blonde spiky hair, that stupid red boa, her voice over the loudspeaker at Splash Zone, teasing us. I close my eyes to drive it all away, but it only makes it worse.


  I know my heart is dead, but my chest hasn’t forgotten the flutter of anxiety that happens when I’m so mad I could burst. I swear I can feel it beating in there, or maybe it’s just the electricity left over from Vera’s mighty pen.


  Vera. She’ll be back. She’ll want to talk, to discuss more of what’s in my file. She’ll bring her pen and her key. They will be in her pockets. The pockets of her powder-blue Sentinel uniform. If I can just remember which pockets they’re in, if I can just grab them, then I can get out.


  And Val can be mine.


  
    20


    Human No More

  


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  You’re going to have to talk to me sometime, Maddy.” Her tone is halfway between demand and request, equal parts mother and prison maiden.


  “I’ve talked. I’m talking. What more do you want to know, Vera?”


  We’re back in the little room where she first questioned me. I can’t tell if it’s been one day, two days, two weeks, or only two hours. There are no windows here or in my cell or in the long hallway leading to my cell.


  It feels like daytime, or maybe that’s just because the room is so bright. There are no Sentinels waiting gigantically outside the door this time. Either Vera thinks she doesn’t need them anymore or they were just for window dressing the first time.


  I eye the electric pen in her hand just the same. I think she wants me to.


  She doesn’t answer right away, just sits there staring at me. I can’t tell if she’s supposed to be the good zombie, the bad zombie, or both, but I’m not worried much either way. Talk is cheap. Only revenge matters anymore.


  Her left hand, the one without the lethal pen, rests gently on my file.


  I nod toward it. “Have I been that bad?”


  Vera arches an eyebrow but doesn’t reply.


  “It looks like my file’s gotten so big you’ve had to add a second one to fill with all my misdeeds.”


  She smiles softly before apparently remembering this is supposed to be some kind of interrogation. “Actually, this is someone else’s file. I thought …” Her voice, usually so confident, drifts off midsentence as she looks above my head at the window behind me. I turn, expecting to see someone—a team of Sentinels, maybe, or even Dane—but there’s nothing but more off-white cinder blocks and bright, white lighting.


  Then she fixes her eyes on mine and continues more confidently: “I thought if you saw it, it might help you understand a little of what makes her tick.”


  “Her?” I snap, sitting up immediately. “What her? That’s Val’s folder?”


  I reach for it, and she clicks the pen once over my hand.


  I yank my hand right back. Yeah, I’m not proud of it, but it beats getting knocked clear across the room again.


  “I’m not stupid,” Vera insists, removing the pen but watching my hand carefully. “I know what you’re thinking. I know that nothing I say matters, that you’re only thinking of the day you can get out of here and find the person who killed Stamp. But I’m warning you: Sentinels don’t take kindly to escapees, and if you think you’re in trouble now, just—”


  “Can I see the damn folder or not?” My voice, like my jaw, like my fingers on the side of my chair, is tight.


  She hears the tone, her eyes get a little bigger, and then she slides it across.


  Now that it’s in front of me, I’m hesitant to read it.


  I’ve been staring at the mental picture of Val’s face so long I’m almost afraid to look at a real picture of it. That probably doesn’t make much sense, but it stops me from opening the folder right away just the same.


  “Aren’t you going to open it?”


  “Yeah, yeah, I just … I really hate her, you know?”


  Vera pauses as we both stare at the unopened file sitting on the table just so in front of me.


  “Maybe you won’t after reading the file.”


  “The hell does that mean?”


  Vera doesn’t even flinch. If anything, she leans in. “It means that once you get to know Val as a person, you might not be so quick to—”


  “She’s not a person. She’s a Zerker, remember?”


  Vera ignores my tone and softens hers: “Not always. Like you, she started out as—”


  “Val was never like me. Never.”


  She nods curtly, says, “You didn’t kill all those Zerkers out of revenge?”


  “We didn’t kill anybody. We defended ourselves. We defended our town and our friends and our parents. There’s a big difference.”


  Vera shrugs. “Maybe that’s what Val thought she was doing.”


  “What? By waiting a few months and then luring Stamp into some shark tank? That’s self-defense?”


  She opens her mouth and, so help me God, I shove the table in her direction just to shut her up. Its legs skid a millimeter or two on the floor.


  Vera kind of gasps, we share a look, and then she shakes her head. “Look at the file. Then we’ll talk.” She stands, pen in hand—clicking, clicking, clicking—pacing the small interrogation room.


  I finally open the file with a trembling hand. The first thing I see are the same kind of surveillance photos that the Sentinels—or the Keepers or the FBI of the Living Dead or whoever the hell—took of Dane and Stamp and me in Orlando.


  They’re of big-booted, spiky-haired Val doing mundane un-Zerker-like things: getting gas, shopping for mascara, going into a nightclub, coming out of a nightclub.


  I’m flipping them over and over and over, sneering at Val’s smug face, that pug nose and stupid, stupid hair, when the first picture of Stamp pops up. I gasp out loud and don’t care that it stops Vera in her tracks.


  The room slips away, and I slide the picture out of the folder, holding it close so I can study every detail. Stamp is in a black T-shirt, loose but soft and clingy across his broad chest. It has long sleeves to cover up his zombie skin, and he stands awkwardly, a full foot taller than Val. They lean against some grody brick wall downtown.


  I can tell it’s from a few weeks back, when they first met, because he’s not wearing the stupid black-and-white hoodie he must have bought—or maybe she bought for him—while they were dating.


  He looks so young, so handsome, even in his Living Death. I’ve known him so long, I don’t see the death pallor, the drawn cheeks, the hooded eyes, the crooked smile anymore. I just see the boy who ran into me that first day at Barracuda Bay High, the Superman curl he can’t get back, and the boy I doomed forever by bringing him back from the dead.


  And now he’s dead again.


  “You’re lucky,” I croak, not looking up, voice deader than usual, “that zombies don’t cry. Or your stupid folder would be ruined.”


  I hear a cluck or a chuckle and then the shuffling of her feet to the other end of the room.


  Reluctantly, I slip Stamp’s picture into the file and move on.


  There are more of them together: Val and Stamp in a nightclub, Val and Stamp chugging double frozen coffee shots, Val and Stamp at the warehouse. I flip through them quickly. It hurts too much to linger.


  There is a yearbook photo of Val, circa 1970-what-the-hell. She’s in braces and bell-bottoms and a big, fat, floral collared shirt and feathery blonde hair. I always forget zombies are immortal, that we’re immortal.


  “How old is she?” I say, as if this is the biggest sin she’s committed: not being an actual teenager.


  Vera finally chuckles. “Does it matter?”


  I shrug, flip the page, and freeze. There is a second yearbook photo, same ’70s-era feathery hair and big, floppy collars and—it’s Bones!


  “Bones had hair?”


  “Lots of it,” she says, even though she’s staring at her shoes. “Apparently.”


  Brown, curly, frizzy hair. Big buckteeth. Eyes that were not yellow but green. Val’s eyes, too, I find, looking back.


  I slip the photos out of the file and line them up next to each other. Only when they’re side by side can I see the resemblance of brother and sister. It’s in the eyes, the bridge of the nose, the jut of the jaw.


  “They look so goofy.”


  “It was the ’70s. We all looked goofy.”


  “You … you were in the ’70s?”


  Vera rolls her eyes. “You don’t wanna know.”


  There are only a few more pictures in the file. Younger ones. Bones and Val as little kids on tricycles. Looking awkward in fuzzy red jumpers in front of a Christmas tree.


  I put those images back and stare at the yearbook photos.


  “Why do they stop here?” I say, already suspecting the answer.


  “That’s when they were turned.” She returns to the seat across from me.


  While I stare at the yearbook photos, memorizing each freckle, each eyelash, each pimple, Vera rustles through the few remaining pages of the file to slide out a yellowed newspaper article. I can’t see the front as she holds it up, but I see a cigarette ad on the back: 75 cents for a pack of cigarettes. Not too shabby.


  “Mysterious illness infects local church,” she reads from the article, holding it by the edges gingerly. “Thirty-four members of the Zionist Pioneer Church on 47th and Sycamore were buried in a mass grave yesterday, in accordance with local health codes. The only two survivors of what local residents are calling the yellow flu, named for its resulting flu-like symptoms and yellow eyes, were not in attendance. Valerie Simmons and her younger brother, Randolph, watched the funeral on TV from the local orphanage. Their parents, Bill and Carol Simmons, were two of the earliest victims of the yellow flu and—” She pauses.


  I’ve slid the pictures into the file and closed it. “So they were human. I get that. They had parents, friends. Their whole life changed. So why us? Why did Bones, or this Randolph Simmons dude, get to the point that he hung out in high schools baiting regular zombies and chomping on Normals’ brains?”


  “Why do any of us wind up anywhere?” Her voice is sad.


  I wonder if, like me, she is thinking of her own parents and how she became a zombie and when and why and what she left behind.


  “All we know is that Valerie and her brother, Randolph, aka Bones, survived a Zerker outbreak by becoming ones themselves. We could only trace them as far back as the orphanage they stayed at after the funeral. That is, until they broke out. After that, they came up as only blips on the Sentinels’ radar from time to time over the years.”


  I shake my head and slide the file across the table. “So if they were so close, where was Val when Bones was terrorizing me and my friends?”


  Vera shrugs. “Another high school, perhaps? Divide and conquer? All we know is that Val showed up in Barracuda Bay a few days after the first team of Sentinels got there to try and find you. A surveillance team tracked her all the way to Orlando, where she apparently located you guys. That’s where these photos were taken. After that, well, you could probably tell us more than we already know. If you’d talk, that is …”


  I nod but don’t. Talk, that is.


  She sits there patiently.


  Suddenly, I remember: “You said this would change my mind about Val. Why?”


  Vera shrugs. “She was human once, just like you.”


  I stand and linger by the door, my back to her. “You forget,” I say, my tone so cold it almost frosts over the window in the door. “I’m not human anymore.”
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  I’m pacing when I hear the door at the end of the hall open and boots squeak in the hall. Then something starts scraping ominously in time with the boot steps.


  Clomp, clomp, scrape. Clomp, clomp, scrape. I stop my pacing long enough to inch away from the bars of my cell, just in case it’s some cyborg with a machine gun arm or laser beam eyeball or something.


  I know, I know, too much Syfy, but I can’t help it! What else am I supposed to watch at 4:00 a.m.?


  The clomping and scraping get closer and closer—did I mention, it’s a really long hall—until at last I’m nearly pushed against the far wall of my cell and a flash of faded blue enters my peripheral.


  Vera comes into focus and sets down the four-legged chair she’s been scraping down the hall. She sits in it outside my cell. There’s a self-satisfied smile on her face, like maybe she did all that on purpose, just to scare me or tease me or just plain bug the holy crap out of me.


  Either way, I go back to pacing.


  Each pass I notice something new about how Vera’s sitting but more importantly where she’s sitting. Just on the other side of the yellow line outside my cell, to be specific. Too far for my arms to reach, and don’t think I haven’t spent the last few hours trying.


  And the way she sits there, smiling, legs crossed, my file on her knee, one foot dangling in the air and every so often kicking a little the way people do. It’s like she’s read my mind and already knows about me wanting to pickpocket her or something!


  “So,” she says brightly, as if I’m not in a cell and she’s not on a molded plastic chair outside of my cell holding a file that contains every vital piece of information about my life. “How are you feeling today?”


  “Today? What day? Isn’t it the same day?”


  She nods. “Technically, but it’s after midnight now, so how are you feeling today?”


  I pause by the door of my cell and rest my hands on the bars over the lock, the way you’ll see prisoners do in old movies. It feels good to take a break from the constant pacing. Not because I’m tired, but staring at a wall hour after hour gets real old real fast. Besides, like her or not, Vera’s at least something new to look at for a change.


  “Well, let’s see. I’m sad and scared and pissed off and lonely, but mostly I’m pissed off. Why? What are you writing?”


  She has an open legal pad on top of my file and is writing what I’m saying. Okay, maybe not every word, because I was really flying through the syllables there at one point, but—


  “You’re here for intake, remember, Maddy? I can’t release you if I don’t—”


  “Release me? When are you releasing me? Let’s do this thing already!”


  Vera cracks a rare smile, then shakes her head at the same time. “Maddy, you know I can’t tell you that yet.”


  I groan and turn on my heel and catch a slight whiff of mold from my sneakers. “Well, can I at least get some new clothes, then?” It’s not the mold I care about so much as the opportunity to reach out and grab and steal a key from whoever’s handing some new clothes over.


  She nods absently, then scrawls some more notes. “Someone will be bringing those along for you. Now, before we do, a few updates.”


  I perk up, sitting in one of the steel chairs bolted to the wall of my cell.


  “We’ve now sent a total of four Sentinel First Responder teams to Barracuda Bay and moved your dad to a safe house.”


  “A safe house. What’s that?”


  “A house that’s safe, Maddy.” Her tone isn’t even sarcastic. “I can’t tell you where, for obvious reasons.”


  “How safe?” I ask urgently, lurching to the edge of my seat.


  “Safe, Maddy, as long as he goes straight from work to the safe house and back again.”


  “And work? I mean, a safe house is one thing, but how do you hide four teams of Sentinels in the county morgue?”


  Vera offers another little smile. “You’d be surprised how subtle we can be. After all, we stalked you for months without you knowing, didn’t we?”


  Yeah. And look how well that turned out.


  “Well, I mean, how is he? Did he say anything?”


  “About what?”


  “About me? Damn, didn’t he even ask you why he was being moved?”


  She looks at some notes in her pad and shakes her head. “I don’t see any of that here, no.”


  She leaves it out there, just like that. So do I. I mean, what am I going to say? It doesn’t sound like Dad to not ask about me, but … he does hate change. Maybe he was ticked off when the Sentinels showed up and dragged him out of his warm, comfy home.


  “Secondly,” she goes on, pausing a little so I can snap out of it and focus on her again, “we’ve been interviewing Dane and his story conflicts with yours.”


  “How so?”


  “Well, he claims that you were unconscious for most of what happened at Barracuda Bay High School and, accordingly—”


  “Wait, what? The Fall Formal? Seriously? Why are we still beating that dead horse? I thought … I thought this was about Val and what happened to Stamp. She’s the bad guy. She should be in some damn cell, not me and certainly not Dane! I mean, who the hell still cares about Barracuda Bay High?”


  Vera cocks her head and runs a large hand over her bristly scalp. “The Sentinels do, Maddy. In addition to the laws you broke by leaving the scene of an active Zerker infestation and not reporting to the Sentinel authorities the minute you three arrived in Orlando, you broke a series of laws back in Barracuda Bay.”


  “Wait. Hold up. The Sentinels still care? I thought you were a Sentinel.”


  She shakes her head. “I’m a Keeper, Maddy. We’re kind of between the Sentinels and the Elders.”


  I nod. “So you’re above the Sentinels?”


  That would explain why she can click a tongue and 400-pound zombies in black berets come running.


  “We don’t think that way about ourselves,” she scolds, but there’s still a gleam of self-satisfaction in her eyes.


  “So, I don’t get it. If you’re not a Sentinel and you’re not an Elder, then what does a Keeper do?”


  She shrugs. “What do you think a Keeper does?”


  “Keep kids in some stupid jail cell when they should be out protecting their dads.”


  She nods. “Not quite but, yes, we are the Keepers of many things: of information, for one. Of rules and laws, for another. And when those rules and laws are broken, we keep zombies like you locked up until we can get to the truth. That’s how we keep order. That’s how we keep ourselves above the Zerkers. I thought you, of all people, would appreciate that.”


  She waits a beat, as if to see if her explanation makes sense, but really I’m just trying to gather as much information as I can so that when and if I ever get out of here I can know who to avoid the fastest.


  Sentinels: avoid.


  Keepers: avoid at all costs.


  “Back to Dane.” She leans in just a smidge.


  I watch her closely. It’s as if she’s finally started talking about what she came here to talk about. “You understand that if he is charged with all the zombie laws he broke back in Barracuda Bay, he could be kept here for up to 10 years. And that if you were to allow him to take all the blame, your stay would be much shorter.”


  “How much shorter?” I say, not even trying to hide the base desperation and, yes, greed in my tone.


  Another head cock, as if she’s surprised by not just the question but the tone. “I-I’m not sure.” She stumbles for the first time since we’ve met. “I guess I didn’t think you’d let him take the blame for what I doubt he could have managed to do all by himself.”


  “Who says? Ever seen the dude with his shirt off? He’s all muscle, lady. All over. And he’s been doing this a really long time. And he really, really hates Zerkers. Does it say that in your file? Because, really? Those Zerkers didn’t stand a chance.”


  “Okay, but you understand that these are serious charges Dane faces?”


  “Well, then, he shouldn’t have killed so many Zerkers, I guess, huh?” I try to sound flip, but the words feel like acid on my tongue. I wonder if she can see the distaste on my face.


  She nods and stops writing. “I see. Are you saying you’re willing to let Dane take the rap just so you can flee to Barracuda Bay and—?”


  “Of course not!” I gasp, really laying it on thick now. “I would never let Dane be punished for something I did, but if I didn’t do it, would the Keepers want me to confess to it? Is that how you guys roll because, from what I’ve seen, Vera, you guys are better than that.”


  She shakes her head warily, suddenly distracted by a noise at the end of the hall.


  I look at her closely and lean in. If she were only sitting two stupid inches closer to the cell, I could reach out and snatch her bony-ass arm, yank it inside, and get the key.


  And the pen. Don’t forget the pen, Maddy!


  “Your clothes are here,” she says abruptly, standing and sliding the chair back another few inches.


  Damn, can this witch really read minds?


  I hear boot steps, lots of them, and wonder how many Sentinels it takes to carry a change of underwear and some stupid flip-flops.


  Then I hear the distinct clinking and clunking of chains.


  “Dane!”


  And I catch Vera’s eyes, so alert and so knowing, and I can almost hear her thinking: Wow, for someone so eager to let her man take the rap for her crimes, she sure is happy to see him.
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  He looks bad: beat down, bruised up, and bandaged everywhere.


  Plus, he’s limping. And there’s this: a cane!


  “Hey,” I snap at the Sentinels and, by association, Vera. “That wasn’t all from the sharks!”


  “Maddy,” Dane says, hobbling on his cane and getting pulled back mercilessly by one of his giant Sentinel guards when he’s too close to the forbidden yellow line of doom. “Don’t worry. It’s fine. I’m fine.”


  “You don’t look fine,” I grumble.


  He cracks that crooked smile. “Really, Maddy, I am.”


  He’s holding clothes, lots of them, and goes to hand them over. Before he does, a Sentinel grabs them and shoves them clumsily through the bars, where they naturally sprinkle like grated cheese all over the floor.


  “Nice,” I hiss, picking up socks and a flannel shirt and tossing them onto my shiny, stainless steel table just as carelessly. “Real nice. Can we have some privacy please?”


  The Sentinel guards chuckle, but Vera gives them a look and they take four steps back immediately. Dang, maybe these Keepers are badass after all.


  “Five minutes,” Vera whispers, eyeing Dane carefully before stepping back to keep a safe distance from the stocky Sentinels. She touches Dane’s shoulder gently. “And stay behind the yellow line.”


  Dane looks down and stops his cane right where the yellow line ends. He waits, watching until Vera has joined the Sentinels midway down the hall. She walks past them a smidge, then stops. She’s not going any farther.


  “Maddy,” he says, undeterred, “what is this place?”


  “I don’t know. Some detention wing or something.”


  He’s in gray sweatpants a size too big and a snug pajama top buttoned up halfway. Part of his chest and his left hand, the one with the pinky missing, are bandaged. One leg of his pants is rolled up to accommodate one of those black plastic casts you can walk around in.


  He sees me looking and lifts the cane. “You like?”


  It’s an old person’s cane, with a black rubber tip on the bottom and an aluminum frame and a black rubber grip at the top, for comfort, I suppose.


  I smirk. “High tech,” I say, wishing everyone could just leave us alone—really alone—for a few seconds. That’s all I’d need to make Dane realize that what I’m doing—what I’m about to do—isn’t meant to hurt him.


  Instead, I have to speak in code. Or try, at least. “What are they doing to you?” I say quietly.


  He shrugs. “Asking me a ton of questions, but who cares? You?”


  “Same. I thought we’d be in trouble over the Splash Zone, you know? But all they seem to care about is Barracuda Bay. It’s like, no matter how far we run, or how hard we try, we’ll never escape our past.”


  He smiles weakly, and for a second I see the old Dane. My Dane.


  “Did you know about this place?” I say. “About places like this?”


  He shakes his head. “I’ve heard rumors, but I’ve only ever dealt with the Sentinels when the Elders were around. I’m not sure even the Elders know about places like this.”


  “Why? I thought they knew everything.”


  He shrugs. “It just seems beneath them somehow.”


  “So what are we going to do?”


  “What can we do? You’ve been up here the whole time, but I’m still downstairs in the medical wing, and let me tell you, this place is locked up tight. So whatever you’re thinking, stop thinking it.”


  There’s a glimmer in his eye, unfamiliar and over-zealous. It’s like he’s onstage.


  “I’m not thinking about anything,” I snap, the thought of those dead sharks lying wet and broken on the concrete, pieces of Stamp digesting in their stillwarm bellies. “I’m doing it and soon. You know about Val, right?”


  He leans in a bit but not far enough to catch the wrath of Vera. He lowers his voice. “Do you?”


  I nod. “Didn’t you know Bones had a sister? I mean, that would have been nice to know. Before we tore him to bits and pieces and set his ass on fire.”


  “Shut up,” he says but not unkindly. “The odds of two siblings being Zerkers is, like, astronomical.”


  “Says you,” I taunt, but only because I enjoy seeing him smile, even if just for a second or two.


  I see one of his teeth is chipped.


  “What happened there?” I point to it.


  He shrugs again, the ill-fitting pajama top lifting up from his sweatpants. “I must have chipped it when I was fighting one of those …”


  I don’t need him to finish his sentence. I nod.


  Hurriedly, as if to air the stench of our shared memory from the hallway, he blurts, “They’re working on some new stuff down in the medical wing, though, where they say they might be able to grow back some of the flesh.”


  “How? I thought zombie flesh didn’t grow back.”


  “It doesn’t, but they’re trying electrical therapy to revitalize some of the dead tissue clusters. Don’t ask me. Just, we’ll know if my frickin’ finger ever grows back.”


  He’s using that false voice again, and I look at the Sentinels standing downwind. I wonder, idly, if he’s been coached.


  I look at Vera over Dane’s shoulder, but she quickly avoids my gaze. I turn back to Dane, who’s still smiling.


  Why? Why is he smiling so much?


  I look into his eyes, those deep dark eyes, and wait for something to shoot across the air, something magical and true and sincere that only I could see. It never does. He looks down, then up, then down, and I say, just as falsely, “Good for you, Dane. I hope they can grow your finger back.”


  He stops smiling abruptly and can’t start again for a little bit.


  When he does again, it’s not quite so bright. “I miss you, Maddy.”


  “Me too,” I say. I think, I hope, it’s the first honest thing he’s said so far.


  Behind him and off to the side, we hear a grunt and look at the tallest Sentinel. “One minute,” he says.


  We turn to each other at the same time.


  Dane smiles again, less bright this time. “What now?”


  “I don’t know,” I blurt, voice cracking.


  He notices, and his eyes get a little bigger.


  I hate that being a zombie still lets me show my most shameful emotions. I can’t blush anymore, which is nice. I can’t sweat buckets when a cute guy rolls in the room. But my voice can still crack, and that’s just not cool.


  Still, we’re beyond cool now. We’re beyond Dane and me.


  I look at Dane with his cane, his missing pinky, his chipped tooth, and his bruised and bloodied body, and I know he’s not going where I’m going. Not this time. As much as I’d like his help when I finally get to Barracuda Bay, as much as I know he’d enjoy taking Val down so hard she never gets back up, just one look at him tells me for once he’s not up for it.


  “I guess we lay low,” I bluff. “For now.”


  “But you said”—he shuffles forward with his cane until the Sentinel clears his throat once more—”Val and Barracuda Bay.”


  “I know, but look at us. You’ve got a cane. I’m stuck behind bars. Vera says they’ve got my dad on lockdown with Sentinels all over the place, so let’s just hope she’s right.”


  Dane turns when I shift my focus to the tall woman in the light blue beret, just as the two Sentinels move forward.


  Dane leans even closer and hisses, “Something tells me you’re shining me on, Maddy.”


  “Right back at you,” I say fiercely, even though he’s not the one I’m mad at.


  Or is he?


  He turns before the Sentinels reach him and doesn’t look back.


  No final words. No harsh comeback over his shoulder. He just hobbles down the hall, leaning heavily on his nursing home cane as the excess of his baggy sweatpants pools around his ankles.


  I watch him go, his shoulders seeming not just wiry but frail, and wonder if I’ll ever see him again.


  “Well, that went well.” Vera sighs, sliding the chair over just shy of the yellow line.


  “Didn’t it, though?” I say ruefully, sitting in one of the metal chairs welded to my cell wall.


  She has my file on her lap and taps it occasionally with her pen, probably just to remind me not to step out of line.


  “Has seeing Dane changed your mind about implicating him so fully in the Barracuda Bay incident?”


  I pause, even though my mind is already made up. For effect, you see. “Yeah, actually, it has. But before I do, I want to ask: What will happen to him if I do?”


  Vera shrugs stiffly. “Depending on the severity of his actions, he’ll remain here for up to 10 years.”


  I nod as if I’m still mulling all this over. “And if what he did wasn’t that severe?”


  “As little as, say, two years.”


  Two years. Not bad for a guy who has another few hundred years left in him. And maybe it won’t be so bad. They’ve given him a cane, so the Sentinels can’t be all terrible. And sweatpants and a pajama top and shuffly slippers.


  Besides, at least he’ll be safe. Uncomfortable, maybe even unpopular, and probably not at the top of the fresh brains list come feeding time every week or so, but safe. Alive.


  Where I’m headed, there’s no such luck.


  I nod, suddenly remembering she’s waiting for answers. “What do you want to know?”
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  Vera returns with several more Keepers the next day, as scheduled. They’re there to record my testimony. “For the record,” as Vera puts it quite formally, obviously putting on a show for her colleagues, if not exactly her superiors.


  All the Keepers wear their powder-blue Sentinel uniforms, down to the cute beret. All are women. The tall one takes notes in a yellow legal pad, just like Vera’s. The shorter one holds out a sleek, white digital voice recorder. The shortest points a video camera at me.


  It feels funny being filmed. A little nervously, I crack, “Lucky I’m not a vampire or you couldn’t get me on tape, right?”


  Predictably, only Vera smiles and merely halfway at that.


  Vera faces the short Keeper looking into the video camera, who gives a thumbs-up. So does the one with the audio recorder. I’m not sure why they need to do both, since even the camera on my cell phone records audio as well, but I’m thinking it has to do with expediency: Don’t have time to watch the video? Here. Listen to the audio.


  Then again, what do I know?


  When all the technology is aligned and the new Keepers are patiently waiting, Vera looks at me and says, “Maddy, are you ready?”


  I nod. “How should I start?”


  “Let’s start with your name.”


  “Madison Emily Swift.”


  The other Keepers nod at Vera.


  “Go on,” she instructs.


  “My name is Madison Emily Swift, and I am innocent of all charges …”


  Despite Vera’s eye roll, I do my dog and pony show for them. I sell Dane down the river.


  Big deal. I blame most of it on Bones, that creep, and the rest on Dahlia. But still, that’s not enough for them.


  “Did Dane willingly engage in open warfare with the Zerkers?” asks one of the Keepers, the one with the blonde hair poking out under her blue beret. She holds out the sleek, digital recorder to get all the juicy bits.


  “Yes, but … they started it.”


  “Just answer the questions,” Vera coaches from the sidelines.


  “They did,” I protest because even though I’m a total turncoat, it needs to be said. “Bones and Dahlia were getting out of control, turning kids willy-nilly. They even turned my best friend, Hazel! What were we supposed to do?”


  “Yes or no.” Vera’s tone leaves no room for interpretation.


  “Yes,” I say dutifully, eyeing the pen as Vera clicks it nervously in her right hand, which probably means she’ll be sticking it in her left pocket, out of habit, when she goes to shake the other Keepers’ hands before they leave.


  “Did Dane try to avoid the conflict with the Zerkers?”


  “Yes.”


  “Was Dane successful?”


  “No, but have you ever tried to reason with a Zerker? Sorry. I mean … no.”


  It goes on like that, back and forth, me blaming Dane for just the bare minimum to make the Keepers’ trip to the Crestview Rehabilitation Center worthwhile but not enough to send him downriver.


  “And Chloe?” says the blonde with the voice recorder, checking some notes in her free hand. “What was her role in all this?”


  I shrug, biting my lower lip. No one said anything about dragging Chloe into this. I picture her tall and sturdy frame, her severe face, her pancake makeup, her pierced nose, and her lips that rarely cracked a smile.


  “Chloe?” I say, gaze flitting to Vera for guidance.


  She offers none.


  “Chloe was probably the real reason Dane got involved,” I lie.


  Hey, what’s she gonna do? Come back to life again and glare at me?


  “Explain yourself,” demands the blonde with the tape recorder.


  “Well, I mean, Chloe was pretty adamant about us handling that business ourselves. Dane was all for coming to the Sentinels, even the Elders, about our problems, but it seemed like every time he tried to bring it up, Chloe shot him down.”


  Vera eyes me warily as the other Keepers look among themselves, then back to me.


  “Does Dane not have free will?” the blonde says. “Could he not make his own choices?”


  “Sure, but you’d have to meet Chloe to understand. He trusted her, relied on her opinion. I think he honestly believed when she said that by the time the Sentinels got to town, the Zerkers would have won.” Then, during the awkward silence that follows, I just have to add, “Having just lived through my second Zerker attack, I’d have to agree with her.”


  Vera crosses her arms and raises her head, but no one else makes a peep. At least if nothing else, it’s on the record. I said it.


  Eventually, after a couple of painful (for me, any way) hours, they nod to Vera and turn off the video camera and voice recorder and start packing up. They don’t shake Vera’s hand (dammit!), but she pockets the pen just the same to walk them down the hall, pointing at several of the empty cells along the way.


  None of the powder-blue berets turn back to thank or even acknowledge me, except Vera. Once. She wears a hard-to-read expression.


  I shrug and turn away from the bars. What’s done is done. Now I just have to let the chips fall where they may.


  For Dane, that is.


  I stretch while nobody’s looking, stretch, stretch, and listen to the footfalls down the hall.


  Four pairs of Keeper boots march away. Only one pair returns.


  Vera looks a little ticked off when she walks into view.


  “What’s that look for?” I say, feeling loose, maybe even cocky, from all the stretching.


  “I’m not sure how convincing your testimony was.” She stands literally on the yellow line. “I think the Keepers feel like my call in to them was a bit premature.”


  “I told them everything I told you.”


  “Maybe it was how you said it. You seemed a little wishy-washy on the facts.”


  I nod, turn away, then turn back, like there is some huge emotional turmoil going on inside. “Well, what would make them come back?” I say, edging closer to the bars. “What if I told you … I haven’t told you everything?”


  Vera shifts my heavy file. “I’d say you were endangering your own freedom.” Her voice is stern and no longer the least bit playful. “The punishment for withholding testimony is often as severe as the crime itself.”


  “So I won’t withhold it anymore.” I back away from the bars coyly. “But I’m not telling it to those other Keepers. I’ll only tell it to you.”


  Then I step back and drop my voice an octave. “You’re … you’re the only one I trust to tell my whole story to. Maybe that’s why I sounded wishy-washy to those other Keepers. I don’t trust them. But I trust you.”


  “What’s that?” she says, fumbling for a voice recorder of her own. “I couldn’t hear that last part.”


  Yeah, dumbass, that’s because I was practically whispering so you’d have to come closer.


  “Oh, sorry,” I say, only slightly louder this time. “I was saying, I’ll only tell you the testimony I couldn’t share with the others.” More whispers.


  Now she’s moving across the yellow line just a tad. “You’ll have to speak up. I can’t hear you, and if we don’t get all this on the record, then I’m afraid your testimony won’t count for—”


  “Forgive me if I don’t want to shout it to the rafters that I’m betraying my boyfriend, okay?” I shout, still clinging to the back cell wall. “I just … you never know who’s listening, you know?”


  “I’m listening,” she says, voice recorder extended just slightly toward the bars. “Right now, Maddy. I’m listening.” Her voice is slightly desperate, her eyes alive with ambition as she moves forward just another smidge. I can tell there must be some reward for getting my testimony or imprisoning Dane, something that’s making this normally rational woman lose her frickin’ mind. “Just … tell me what I need to know. I’ll make sure Dane stays locked up for a long, long time.”


  “You better.” I creep close to the bars, where she lingers just over the yellow line. “Or none of this is going to be worth it.”


  “This what?” Fear glimmers across her face as she stands there, too close, but too frozen to step back just yet.


  But it’s too late. “This!” I leap forward and grab her thumb. I twist it awkwardly so that her hand slips through the bar. Then I yank the rest of her arm all the way in, up to the shoulder.


  I break it with a sickening snap and mouth, “Sorry.”


  She winces and struggles to reach for her pocket with her one good hand.


  Quickly I snatch the pen away before she can. With one click of the top, I stick it in her neck, shocking her into unconsciousness before I can look into her betrayed eyes anymore.


  Yeah, bummer. But her arm will recover, like Dane’s pinky or leg. And Dad? Dad’s still human, and Val won’t show him the same mercy I’m showing Vera. Not by a long shot.


  I help Vera slump to her knees and frisk her until I find the key, then let her fall to the floor. Gently, gently!


  The minute I unlock the door, I ease Vera into the cell and undress her. I put the clothes the Sentinels picked for me on her and slip into her powder-blue uniform and matching beret, tying the big boots tight. I lean her on the ground with her back to the cell doors, as if she’s—or as if I’m—contemplating the opposite wall. Hey, it won’t mean much when she wakes up and starts hollering, but until then nobody should come sniffing.


  I slip from the cell door and lock it behind me. There are about eight other empty cells to pass before I reach the door at the end of the hallway. I know this plan has about zero chance in hell of working, but if I don’t get out of here now, right now, I don’t care what Vera says: My dad isn’t safe. In Barracuda Bay. Anywhere.


  Right now, that’s all I care about.


  Hazel. Ms. Haskins. Stamp. And Stamp again. I’ve lost too many innocents to sit around waiting for some Keeper to decide my fate.


  I’m going to save my dad. Period. What happens to me after that, I’ll deal with it then.


  That is, if I don’t die again trying first. And I probably will.


  I pass each cell, aware that I have a few dozen giant Sentinels to disable on the way out of Dodge. I swallow air out of habit and slide the key into the door at the end of the hall.


  A single Sentinel sits at his single desk and doesn’t even look up as I pass. Here I am, loaded for bear, about three milliseconds from shoving the key in his ear hole, and … nothing. Not even a, “Hey, how you doing?”


  I nod my beret-covered head at him anyway, but he merely grunts without looking up. There are stairs and an elevator in the corner of the little alcove we’re in. I want desperately to run for the stairs, to flee and not look back, but I remember Vera rode the elevator and, since I’m playing the part of Vera today, I press the down arrow button and wait. And wait. And wait.


  I hear stirring at my back but don’t turn around. I mean, if I really were Vera, would I go jumping every time a fly farts? No, I’d stand right here minding my own business, waiting for the world’s slowest elevator to—


  “Any progress today, Keeper?” asks the Sentinel at my back.


  The way he says Keeper, with such disdain, even if I were Vera, I wouldn’t turn around to give this slug the time of day.


  “Time will tell,” I say, trying to mimic Vera’s slow and low register.


  He grunts. “Waste of time, you ask me. I say lock ‘em both up, throw away the key. Serves ‘em right, running from us for so long.”


  I wait until the elevator dings and the doors open to walk in and turn, making sure the panel with the lighted numbers next to the door is hiding my face. “Guess that’s why you’re a Sentinel,” I say as the doors begin to shut, “and I’m a Keeper.”


  His grunt is louder than the first, but the doors now shut him out. I cling to my pen, clicking it on and off twice just to make sure it still works. I get to the ground floor quickly and turn left, though I have no idea where I’m going. I just remember turning right when we walked in and hope to retrace my steps.


  There is a lot of activity on the first floor. A lot. Like, frickin’ the-last-day-of-school-out-on-the-quad a lot. All I see are bobbing black berets. All I hear is the squeak of boots as they pivot left and right to go in and out of so many doors.


  There’s a Sentinel every two damn feet. Since I’m impersonating a Keeper, of all things, they each nod at me. (Who knew Keepers had such pull?) I avoid eye contact, grateful that Vera’s jumpsuit doesn’t bag too much on me. I keep the beret down so low I’m getting distracted by the field of blue fuzz overhead.


  I am lost in a maze of hallways now, desperate to get out and certain that upstairs Vera is coming to in her cell and clanging a metal cup against the bars to get the guard’s attention.


  How long before the Crestview Rehabilitation Center goes on full damn lockdown mode and they toss me under the building and throw away the key?


  I turn around at a dead end and follow the flow of traffic, finally noticing the sounds of engines in the near distance. Engines and slamming doors and boots crunching on gravel. Gravel, not flooring. Car doors, not hallway doors. That must be out front, right?


  But is out front where I really want to go?


  I finally enter the main hallway, which is wider than the rest and better lit. It’s also better trafficked, and I’m starting to pass some of the same Sentinels for the second time. Most don’t notice or care. One does a double take, shrugs, and moves on. But how long before one does a triple take and follows me? Because, if I really am a Keeper, shouldn’t I know more than a Sentinel? As in, how to get around the center?


  I hear a horn honk, a gear grind, and an ignition falter. I head that way. I remember the garage where they shuttled me out of that SUV and into the center. A garage with big wide doors and lots and lots of vehicles.


  And I’m heading that way, right away, when I pause. Something in my peripheral vision catches my attention. Just before a bend in the hallway, I see several burly Sentinels clustered with a mortal-sized zombie between.


  It’s Dane! He’s wearing the same getup as he was yesterday and relying heavily on his cane to keep up with the ginormous strides of his monster Sentinel handlers. I’m the only powder blue in a sea of black at the moment, and he spots me right away.


  Our eyes lock, and time slows down. His face reacts strongly at first, then softens as the hall full of giant Sentinels grows claustrophobic and dangerous around him. I can see the glint in his eye, the confusion about what I’ve done, the hard edge of blame as the Sentinels haul him off to wherever they’re taking him, but also a gleam of understanding.


  Or maybe it’s just wishful thinking on my part.


  Then I see his eyes get big, and I look ahead to find myself nearly running into a wall of Sentinels walking the opposite direction. I narrowly avoid striking any of them, though it’s too obviously a non-Keeper move to avoid a few grunts and near chuckles as I pass.


  I turn immediately, hoping for a smile from Dane, but all I see are the colossal backs of the Sentinels shuffling him away for who knows how long.


  How like him not to rat me out, even after all I did to him.


  Does he know what I’m up to? Is that why he didn’t nark? Or is he just that much of a stand-up guy?


  I think I know the answer already, but now is not the time to get all mushy and run back to him with open arms and spouting poetry. Now is the time to get away, as quickly and quietly as possible, and do what needs to be done. If I make it, I can always apologize to Dane later. If not, and he doesn’t know the real deal, the real me, then he never knew me at all.


  I turn around and buck up, moving forward, ever forward. Forget it, I tell myself. Forget it. You’re doing the right thing. Dane will understand. He has to.


  If this is a suicide mission, like Vera said, then I’m not going to turn it into a murder-suicide by dragging Dane along with me. And that’s what would have happened, if he’d known what I was doing.


  Well, he probably knows now, but what’s he going to do?


  Oh, crap! Shoot! Is that macho man going to tell the Sentinels, if only to save me from myself? He did it with Stamp and the sharks, sending me into a copper coma and sacrificing his own pinky and half his calf in the process. What’s to make me think now will be any different?


  But he smiled, right? Didn’t I see him smile there, just before being swallowed up by the mammoth backs of his Sentinel guards? I can’t afford to wait around and find out.


  I hustle and finally hear the truck engines loud and close. There is a motor pool beyond a half-raised garage door at the end of a side hall. It’s kind of the same setup as Family Value Mart, where you’re going along, looking at basketballs and jar candles and paperbacks and DVDs and, boom: auto shop aisle—what the hell?


  I pause, turn around slowly so as not to look too spazzy, see no one looking, and duck under the half-open garage door. The scent of motor oil and spark plugs on the other side of the garage door hits me right away, an almost welcome smell after the linoleum and floor polish odor of the center.


  There are four Sentinels in the motor bay, all working under a hood or two. Their sleeves are rolled up, their berets askew, their cement-gray cheeks splattered with motor oil—and they definitely don’t want a Keeper in their midst.


  “Did you miss your ride?” one asks, wiping his hands on a greasy red rag. “We just sent three of you packing not 20 minutes ago.”


  “You did?” I say innocently, trying not to look over my shoulder too often. “I had some follow-up questions for the detainee.” I look around, as if the other Keepers might still be there. Please, God, don’t let them be there! “I asked them to wait.”


  I’m tapping a foot, pen in my hand, hand behind my back. These guys are big. Maybe not as big as Dane’s captors, but big. And I’ve been lucky so far. Out the door, down the elevator, through the halls without so much as a stubbed toe. No way am I getting out of here without some kind of tussle.


  Another one pokes his head out from under the open hood of the car he’s working on. More dirty hands, another greasy red rag, black eyes sizing me up and down. “Well, we’ve only got one civilian vehicle left, little lady.”


  He juts his chin toward a small black car, an import, that looks like a mouse compared to the sleek black SUVs lined up next to it.


  “Fine, great, whatever,” I say, so eager am I to bolt out of here before Vera can come to and sound the alarm. “Just hand me the keys, and I’ll be out of your hair.”


  The first one with clean hands looks at the others and says, “Well, you know that’s not protocol. We need a work order, a point of destination, and of course you’ll need an escort.” He inches forward.


  Of course there would be protocol. These are Sentinels we’re talking about. Why didn’t I know that? How am I going to get around all this?


  He keeps coming, Mr. Bad News Sentinel. I have the pen behind my back and am about to click it right up his big, fat nostril when another Sentinel steps from a nearby car to my left and says, “Hey, what’s that behind—?”


  I turn, duck, and bury the pen in the soft flesh of his waist, just above his webbed weapon belt and below his rib cage. He pauses, giant arms a centimeter above me and ready to slam me to the floor when I click the pen once and he shivers once, twice, three times before circuiting out and tumbling to the garage floor.


  He falls on me and I struggle, panicking, to hoist him off me. I don’t have much time, and I have even less room for error. If just one grease monkey Sentinel walks through that half-opened door and alerts the rest, I’m done. That’s it. And all that separates me from that grim reality is the garage door at my back. I slide out from under him, elbow banging against something harder as I do: his Taser.


  I grab it, stand, and find the other three Sentinels circling me warily. I can’t tell if they’ve alerted anybody else yet, but I don’t have the time to find out. As they see me flickering the Taser in my hand, they fumble for their own.


  Before the nearest one can aim his, I jam the flickering volt of white-hot blue lighting into the meat of his calf, just above his tightly laced military boot. He gargles and goes down, a chunk of dead, gray tongue bouncing on the floor at his feet.


  God, I hate when that happens!


  The other two rush in for the kill, but they’re so big and slow I duck under their swinging arms. Their Tasers send blue-white arcs tickling past my hair without a trace. They get wise fast enough, though. Just like that, my size advantage becomes a disadvantage as the two giants circle, eager to go in for the kill.


  I juke toward the one in front.


  He flinches.


  I turn and slam the Taser into the thigh of the one behind me.


  He jerks into a frozen position and literally launches into the air before crashing on the nearest hood, denting it so badly I figure it’s probably trashed for good.


  Unfortunately, he takes my Taser with him, and now they’re both out of range. I’m stuck, defenseless against one looming Sentinel who’s smiling like he’s already won.


  We circle each other. He’s flickering the Taser; I’m clenching my fists. He jabs; I back up. I back up; he jabs. The Taser gets closer and closer, and I’m running out of room to back up to. I panic, looking around for a spare lug nut bar or crescent wrench or some horror movie tool-like device, but there’s nothing. This must be the cleanest Sentinel garage in all of zombiedom.


  Then I remember. The key. Vera’s key.


  I reach for it in my pocket as he jabs one last time, the stinger of his Taser piercing a fold in these too-generous sleeves and singeing the baby-blue material of my—of Vera’s—Keeper uniform.


  The Sentinel grunts and I kick the side of his knee with all my might. He goes down to the other knee, like Stamp used to when I’d watch him and the rest of the team huddle around the coach after football practice. I kick the Sentinel again, in the chest this time, and he grabs my leg before I can pull it back. But to do so, he has to use both hands. In the confusion, his Taser clatters to the ground.


  I kick some more, three times, four, until he lets me go. Before he can get up, I grab the large cell door key and jab it straight, and deep, into his ear. There is the slight crush of eardrum and cartilage and then the vague pop of his brain being punctured.


  He lashes out, wildly punching me with his giant fists, but the damage has been done: the key sticks tight. I roll away, favoring what I hope isn’t a cracked rib, and scramble for his Taser, where it’s landed next to a spare tire.


  As his eyelids flutter, as his upper body wavers, I shove the twin fangs deep in his chest and pull the trigger. His jaw slams shut, so hard a tooth flies across the garage, careening off a hubcap and clattering to parts unknown.


  I’m actually glad it does because after deciding not to find out where it comes to rest, I look up and away and spot a wall full of keys! I grab one and race from truck to truck, car to car, seeing which one it might open. I’m sure any minute an army of Sentinels, Tasers blaring, will burst through the garage door and pound me straight into the concrete. No escape, no rescue, no future.


  What’s more, the Sentinels in here could come to at any minute. That is, if Dane hasn’t snitched already! The key hasn’t fit in any cars yet, and I’m running out of doors when, at last, it slides into the lock of an SUV.


  It’s an SUV but still as big as a Greyhound bus. I slide behind the wheel and waste 90 seconds trying to find the move-the-seat-up button so I can reach the steering wheel thingy. I never do, so I’ll just have to sit on the edge of my seat for the next five hours.


  I turn the key in the ignition, and it fires right up, sounding like a jet plane. One of the Sentinels rises, shaking his head, with both colossal hands on his ears. He’s just to my left, and slightly ahead, and so help me I gun the car in drive, crunching his left leg in the process. He’ll be able to tell somebody sometime but not anytime soon. Not with that leg.


  But at least he’s alive. Or re-alive. Or dead again. Or whatever we zombies are calling it these days.


  And as I head for the hills, that’s more than I can say for Stamp.
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  I pull off the highway the first chance I get. It’s dark. I hadn’t expected it to be dark. I thought it was daytime. It felt like daytime, back in the garage, with the bright lights and surrounded by Sentinels. It’s not. Not even a little.


  The clock on the SUV’s dashboard says it’s 4:39, and that must be a.m. unless there’s a solar eclipse or nuclear winter or something. I’m at some backwoods exit with nothing but gas stations and souvenir stands, both specializing in something known as a pecan log. (Don’t. Just don’t.)


  I was hoping for a used car lot with really bad security or, you know, a running car just sitting there at some fast-food restaurant, but no such luck. At four in the afternoon? Maybe. Four in the morning? Nothing doing.


  But I have to get out of this SUV. I don’t know if the Sentinels have tracking beacons or little electronic beeping chips in each tire, but in every movie I’ve ever seen where someone’s on the lam, they ditch the car the first chance they get.


  So, car? Prepare to be ditched.


  Only one of the gas stations at my exit is still open, and two are service stations where they move the cars they haven’t finished yet into the garage and shut the grimy glass doors until the next morning. So that’ll work.


  I drive the SUV behind one and leave the key in the ignition. I pop the back hatch and scout for anything of value. Nothing. Nothing but tire-changing tools and a roadside emergency kit. I take the kit because if I’m stealing a car that hasn’t been fixed yet, it could break down anytime.


  But as far as some huge Taser stash or giant Zerker-killing ray gun that might come in handy when I finally catch up with Val? Yeah, no dice.


  I stop for a minute to listen for cars speeding along the nearby freeway, the one I just exited, but there’s not much traffic this time of night. Or morning. Or whatever.


  I creep toward the front of the gas station, keeping an eye out for Sentinels on patrol or locals with banjos or inbred serial killers with hockey masks and machetes, but I don’t see any.


  Instead I walk to the front of the convenience store part of the gas station and crack the glass with my thumb. A big section falls out and lands with a smash, but no alarm sounds and nobody comes running out of the bushes sparking Tasers at me either.


  So that’s good, right?


  I dunno. It sucks being on the run without Dane. I’m trying not to be all damsel in distress about this, but he was always so much better at this stuff than I was. Being on my own is harder than I thought, and now that I’m free of the center, I’m feeling major guilt about leaving Dane behind.


  What if they take all their Sentinel rage out on him? What if they blame him for my escape? Or even think he helped me? I cringe to think what he might be going through right now, but deep down I know I would have never made it if I tried to break Dane out with me. He was too well guarded, and I wasn’t. Those are the facts, and here I am. I got what I wanted.


  But at what cost?


  I can’t.


  Really.


  I can’t go there right now.


  Concentrate. Guilt trip later.


  I find the dead bolt and click it open and creep inside, locking it back, just in case. Yes, there is glass all over the floor, but my dad always taught me to lock a door, even a screen door. And four months on the run with Dane’s many house rules has me even more hypersensitive about door locking than ever.


  Come to think of it, with those house rules, Dad and Dane have a lot more in common than they think. Remind me to tell Dad that, if Val hasn’t yanked off my jaw by the time I find him.


  I pause inside, wondering if maybe the fat, smelly gas station owner (don’t judge: you know it’s what you’re thinking) may be asleep on a greasy cot in the back, an empty jug of moonshine tipped over on the floor. But nothing stirs. Not even a mouse.


  I stand in front of the row of beer and soda coolers, suddenly parched. I reach for a cold soda, something sugary to perk me up, and chug a bottle of Gargantuan Grape in 10 seconds flat before returning it, empty, to the case. I spot myself in the reflection of the glass door and see a galloping blue nightmare. I’m still wearing Vera’s castoffs, right down to the baby-blue beret. I can only imagine what I’ll look like to the Normals in a few minutes, tearing off in a stolen car.


  “No, Officer, nothing wrong here. Just tooling around in my blue beret and pocket pants at 5:00 a.m., grape soda all over my lips. Why? Am I speeding? Tail-light out? What gives?”


  I check out the rack of souvenir T-shirts. I brush the dust off the shoulders of one and read the front: My Other Car Is a Double-Wide. Perfect. There are no shorts, but the shirt is pink with blue writing, so presumably (you know, if this was 1987), it would, could, should match my baggy blue pocket pants.


  I slip out of Vera’s top and into the shirt. It’s big, so I tie it around my waist Baywatch style. I grab some white sunglasses to accessorize and a pink fanny pack for the electric pen. I look around the aisles to see if I’m missing something. You know, like maybe this is the type of redneck joint that sells hunting knives and crossbows and cold-seeking bazookas next to the suntan lotion and pickled eggs. But, of course, no luck.


  Although there is a stack of pet food cans, and I squint in the dim emergency exit lighting to read the list of ingredients on a can of Zippy Cat Chow. Sweet! There, just after liver and before tongue, is the ingredient I’ve been longing to find: brain. I grab the four cans off the shelf and shove them in the fanny pack. They barely fit.


  I hate stealing things, especially as I slip behind the sales counter, yank out the cash drawer, and pocket all $84.59 from the till. But then I figure I’m leaving them an SUV worth at least 10 or 15 grand behind the garage. If they’re any kind of savvy gas station owners at all, they’ll be way ahead of the game by sundown tomorrow.


  I slip into the garage through a side door and find a Peg-Board with four sets of keys. There are cars in two of the four service bays. One set of keys opens the giant garage doors, which I do before sliding the third set into a beat-up pickup truck that no self-respecting state trooper, let alone Sentinel, would look at twice.


  It fires up on the fourth try and has at least enough gas to get me back into Cobia County, if not quite to Barracuda Bay. I chug outside, knocking leftover tools and crunching over a leftover can of beer on my way.


  I take it slow, lights on, until I reach the on-ramp back to the freeway. I take that slow out of necessity, since the truck is a beast and not exactly a sports car. Still, after about 10 minutes I’m back in the left lane doing a steady 74 miles per hour and heading home.


  I feel lightheaded and know why: brain hunger. I unzip my fanny pack and grab the cans of cat food, tossing them onto the dashboard one by one like a Las Vegas blackjack dealer. I save the last one and peel off the lid with my free hand, using two fingers to scoop up the brown and gray gloop inside.


  Oh, is it nasty. Really, it’s just as wretched as you imagine it might be, but immediately I can sense the brain on my tongue as my body digests the pure cranium electricity. It is sinfully good. I switch to driving with my knees so I can gorge, cavewoman style, scraping every last bit of tongue, liver, and brain goodness from the corners of the can.


  I slow to a steady 60 mph without a headlight in sight and finish all four cans in less than five minutes, feeling the brain—preserved, dead, and disgusting as it is—bring me back to life.


  I’ll need the real stuff to take on Val. No doubt she’s been feasting on live humans all the way to Barracuda Bay. For now this will get me home to Dad, who can hopefully score me some of the good stuff from the morgue.


  You know, for saving his life and all …
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    Back in Barracuda Bay

  


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  Barracuda Bay has changed. All of it. Every last inch. Bathed in the streetlights of what might prove to be the last evening of my Afterlife, I drive by the Barracuda Bay High yard in the broken-down truck I stole back in Bum Suck Somewhereville. It’s gasping on its last legs as I cruise by mostly blue and gray portable classrooms. The town’s struggling to rebuild the gym and everything else attached. The place looks clean and efficient and logical, but mostly it just looks … sad.


  But it’s more than just the burned-down gym and the rusty cranes still littering the football field. It’s the gloom over the tiny little beach town.


  A football team. A cheerleading squad. Half the faculty. Dane. Chloe. Bones. Dahlia. Hazel. Me. Stamp. All gone.


  In one fiery night.


  At first, the papers called it a tragic accident. But that wasn’t sexy enough, I suppose, so it became known as the Barracuda Bay Blaze for the duration. Locals just called it a tragedy. All these months later, that tragic air still hangs, like a haze, everywhere I drive.


  It hangs over Stamp’s house, where a rusty For Sale sign sits crookedly in the dead lawn, Stamp’s parents long since gone. Vegas, I think, Stamp said they moved to, or about as far from Florida as you can get without literally leaving the country.


  Our house is empty too, though a tan van full of Sentinels—I can tell from the way the tires look nearly flat—sits in the driveway of the old Meyers’ place, the house up the street that’s been abandoned ever since it fell into foreclosure years ago.


  I cruise by slowly, pink trucker cap low over my white sunglasses and my T-shirt collar tugged nearly up to my chin. The house looks grim and empty inside, with just the oven light on to fight the darkness. It’s the one we left on all the time, day or night, just in case.


  I can only crane my neck so far and, besides, if I linger too long the Sentinels will get suspicious. I speed up but not too much and only relax my shoulders when the van doesn’t follow me up the street.


  I avoid cruising by any of my other old haunts—Dane and Chloe’s trailer, Barracuda Bay Galleria, Greenbriers Grocers, Hazel’s house, or even the Sable Palms Cemetery where I did most of my best grave rubbings—and park the truck in front of the Better Days Boutique downtown.


  My pink and blue nightmare of a disguise might work on the Sentinels, but I’m not here for them, and there’s no way to beat a Zerker if you’re constantly tucking in your souvenir T-shirt or readjusting your shades.


  Classical music plays softly in the background as I enter the vintage thrift store that always smells like licorice and white wine. (Don’t ask.)


  An old woman behind the counter looks up from some paperwork and eyes my unsightly garb. “We’re closing in a few minutes, dear.”


  I nod and disappear into the aisles.


  The Better Days Boutique was a favorite of Hazel’s and mine over the last few weeks of summer every year, when our back-to-school shopping funds were always at their lowest.


  I picture my best friend as she was back then, before Bones turned her Zerker: red-haired and adorable—if completely obnoxious—trying on every old-lady hat in the store while I reminded her about a little thing called “head lice.”


  She never cared. Making sure everyone in the store knew she was there and full of fun was worth it to her. And, hey, if she had to shave that lovely mane of red hair and get more attention, even better!


  The store, my life, my future—I feel lonely without her.


  I get busy choosing an outfit. All black. Leggings for kicking range. A hoodie for stealth. A tank top for when it comes time to take off my hoodie. Socks to cover my whitish-gray ankles. Sneakers for running, jumping, and hopefully escaping. And new shades just … because.


  The older woman behind the counter rings it all up, her nose slightly upturned at the selections. “You do know this is a vintage store, don’t you, dear? Wouldn’t you prefer something a little more sophisticated?”


  “Hey, don’t stock it if you don’t want to sell it, lady.” I can’t help it. I’m getting bitchier the longer I’m a zombie.


  She blinks twice. “That will be $22.75.”


  Ouch. I only have $20 left after stopping for gas every few exits on the way down. But I don’t want to put anything back, not even the shades.


  “Can I get credit for what I’m wearing?” I step away from the sales counter so she can see the glory of my blue and pink nightmare.


  She starts to wrinkle her nose.


  I point to the pants. “Hey, these are worth $10 on their own. I mean, look at all those pockets.”


  When she doesn’t bite, I throw a Hail Mary in quiet desperation. “You say this is a vintage store? These pants come straight from the ’80s! And check out these boots. That is some Private Benjamin action right there! They’re worth $10 alone, ‘cause I know you can sell ‘em for $30.”


  I get plenty of eye roll but also this: “Leave it all in the dressing room, dear, and I’ll figure something out while you change.”


  I grab the new gear and head to the fitting room to change. Nothing really fits right, but the only other black things in the store are frilly flapper gowns and beaded skirts and ruffled blouses, so I just double-lace the shoes and stretch out the leggings and the tank, and it’s okay. Kind of. Sorta.


  I check my look in the full-length mirror and roll my own damn eyes. How many black hoodies can one chick own, you know? If only I owned stock in Hanes or some such, I’d be one rich zombie right now. Real Housewives of the Living Dead? That’s me!


  The old woman eyes me on my way to the counter. “Fifteen dollars, dear, and not a penny less.”


  Jackpot! I was expecting her not to budge so much. That whole “these pants are so ’80s retro” thing was a real stretch.


  I smile and give her the $20, anxiously waiting for the $5 in change.


  She hands it over reluctantly before turning her back on me and attending to some important BS behind the counter. I shrug and walk out, the pink fanny pack—and the electric pen—snug under my hoodie I got for a steal. (Take that, vintage thrift shop snooty old lady biotch!)


  It’s getting dark now, the air salty with the nearby sea, smelling as always of home. I’d been hoping to be in Barracuda Bay while the sun was still shining, but a flat tire just outside of Tallahassee and a dead battery just before Miami took up all of my time—and most of my stash.


  Now it’s nightfall and I can feel Val in the air, out there lurking somewhere not so far away. I leave the truck where it is and walk into the dollar store next to the thrift shop.


  Jangly Irish music plays over the sound system as I walk past the cheesy green plastic beer mugs on Aisle 2 and giant bubble gum gold coins at the end of Aisle 4. I find what I’m looking for in Aisle 9 and buy it with three of my precious remaining dollars. I leave the coins behind on the counter because they’ll make too much noise where I’m going.


  Then I walk hungrily into the dense patch of woods behind the strip mall. It’s pitch black, but I don’t mind. In fact, it’s better that way. The deeper and darker the woods get, the more intense my zombie yellow vision becomes.


  Trees take shape, then leaves, then bugs crawling on the leaves. The ground is not just ground but twigs to walk over and stumps to walk around and broken bottles to avoid. I watch birds settled in for the night on branches high above: some big, some small.


  They’re all too small for what I’m looking for.


  Not if I’m going to best Val anytime soon. And the cat food? In the end, it did more harm than good, with more chemicals than brains and more sick than energy.


  I need living brains, full of electricity, if I’m going to stomp Val into Zerker dust. I stop creeping forward into the woods and find a clearing with a stump I can sit on peacefully. I take the treats from the dollar store out of my hoodie pockets and spread them around; caramel squares in one pile, chocolate-covered peanuts in another, candy corns in the last.


  Say what you want about candy corn, but forest rodents straight trip over it. I know because Dane taught me this trick the first week in Orlando, before we hooked up with Iceman. We sat there, Dane, Stamp, and I, in front of our own piles of gooey, chewy treats and had our fill of big, fat, juicy rodent brains.


  Gross? Yes.


  Survival? Necessary.


  I sit back and wait. It doesn’t take long. The forest kind of erupts, if you know what to listen for.


  The squirrels come first. Fast little nutters, sniffing out the chocolate-covered peanuts with their beady noses and reaching with their tiny little hands as I sit, stock-still, waiting.


  Then I erupt, hands blitzing their little necks as they squirm and squeal. Their brains aren’t much bigger than marbles—tight, pink, chewy little marbles—but they do the trick. If only in small doses. Still, it’s like making a whole meal of beer nuts. Good for awhile but hardly Thanksgiving dinner.


  It’s the raccoons who love the candy corn so much. One by one, silently stalking the forest, brave unlike the skittish squirrels or even the much shyer possums. The raccoons’ courage is their undoing, at least on this night.


  The first goes down easy, perhaps lulled by the surprise of strong, cold hands snapping her neck in two seconds flat. The second is a little more skittish, possibly more wary from the scent of her brother’s blood spilled in great, gushing glugs behind my splattered tree trunk.


  But it’s the third that goes to town, hissing and spitting and scratching at my wrists until, at last, I ignore its neck and simply crack open its still ranting skull, sucking deep the golf ball—sized brain and chewing it until its live, electric juices make me whole once again.


  I put the carcasses, all seven of them, into the plastic bag from the dollar store. I feel guilt-ridden but wired. I use the yellow light of my zombie vision to find a puddle of standing water and wipe the gunk from my hands, noting the dull raccoon scratches and timid squirrel bites on my palms.


  I wipe gore from my mouth and chin. And then I walk from the woods to find the strip mall closed. I stand in the parking lot and spy the bank sign across the street. It’s already 11:00 p.m., but just to make sure everyone’s gone home I walk past each store in the strip mall.


  Thrift shop.


  Dollar store.


  Hardware store.


  Pawnshop.


  Used record store.


  All empty.


  Even the check cashing place and the take-out pizza parlor are deserted. It’s like a ghost town, but that’s no surprise. Barracuda Bay always did roll up its sidewalks around 9:00 p.m. (And yes, that is my dad’s expression, thanks very much.)


  But tonight, I’m glad for the Bay’s reputation as a sleepy little beach town. In fact, ever since I found out I wasn’t going to make it by sunset and hatched Plan B, I’ve been counting on it. I yank open the truck door (it tends to stick) and push in the old-fashioned cigarette lighter in the dashboard. I dump the brainless carcasses all over the front seat, on the floorboard, even in the glove box. (The squirrels fit perfectly.)


  Then I reach for the five gallons of gas in the backseat and douse it all: carcasses, upholstery, steering wheel, brake pedal, even the yellowed owner’s manual. When the cigarette lighter pops out, I toss the gas tank in the truck bed and shove the red-hot lighter into the glistening wet upholstery.


  It ignites immediately, and I drop the lighter on the floor, slamming the door and stepping back but staying close enough to rinse, lather, and repeat if the fire goes out. It doesn’t.


  Just the opposite, in fact. In seconds, the entire interior of the truck is engulfed in flames. We’re talking nine-alarm, movie-stunt-gone-haywire fire. In minutes, the whole truck is ablaze, the crackling and hissing of fur and leather and drying bones and breaking glass piercing the night.


  I shield my eyes from the flames and heat.


  Just to make sure the right people come at the right time, I use the pay phone next to the check cashing place. I dial 9-1-1, and once someone answers, I drop it and just let it hang there.


  Now I sit back and wait.


  After a minute of dead air, they’ll trace the call.


  Operation Avenge Stamp is well under way.


  I just wish Stamp was here to see it.
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    Daddy’s Girl

  


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  Two cop cars at first, requesting backup.


  Two fire trucks, one big, the other not quite as.


  One ambulance, then two.


  More cops filter in, four or five after awhile, the cars scattered around the parking lot. Firefighters hose down the truck till the fire turns the gushing water into hot, white steam.


  It’s still smoldering when, splashing around in thick black puddles, the firemen pick at the remains with axes.


  I stand, dressed in black, behind one of the strip mall columns, unseen and ignored, all according to plan.


  At first I think the firefighters will miss it, but then one calls out, “Hey, I got something here.”


  I can imagine him, spotting a raccoon jaw or a gnarly, pointy tooth or a burned-beyond-recognition paw that might be a toe or a pinky finger. It will be enough. It has to be enough.


  It is.


  The first fireman calls another one over, then one more, and together they huddle, quietly picking around the steaming hunk of smoldering truck with their hatchets and thick, gray gloves.


  Finally, one tells a cop, the cops come check it out, they confer with the EMTs, and that’s when I hear it: “This is definitely human. Somebody needs to call the coroner.”


  The coroner: Dad. My dad will be here. And soon.


  Sentinels or no, nothing or nobody—living or dead—is going to keep my dad from a dead body. I stand and wait for 5 minutes. Then 10. Then 15. Then 20. The cops get restless. I mean, there’s only so many times you can wind and unwind crime scene tape from around a smoldering truck, you know.


  At last I see the tan station wagon barreling down the street, little red siren stuck on top and blaring weakly in the middle of the night.


  Dad. My dad! I can see him clearly through the window, balding head gleaming in the light of a passing street lamp, his moustache going gray now, his eyes open and alert behind thick bifocals, his face grim.


  God, I never thought I’d see him again. And he’s alive, with both his hands on the wheel and, I assume, both legs in working order. And … he’s not alone.


  Beside him sits a grim zombie, a Sentinel without the uniform. He’s dressed instead as an orderly or assistant or something, down to the face mask and surgical cap, to hide his gray skin and thin, liver-colored lips.


  But I can see his dead, black eyes glint in the same street lamp that makes my dad’s bald spot shine. The assistant’s dead dead, all right, the Living Dead. So maybe Vera was right. The Sentinels have found a way to stick with Dad 24/7, even if it means taking off their trademark berets and dressing as a coroner’s assistant to get the job done. Maybe I misjudged the old Keeper.


  I watch the station wagon turn in to the shopping center parking lot on two wheels.


  I carefully scan the street beyond it. Sure enough, a minute or two later a tan van eases past with flattened wheels from the weight of up to four giant Sentinels. It circles around before parking in the deserted fast-food restaurant lot across the street from the cop-covered strip mall.


  I scan the road for any other signs of Sentinels and see none.


  And I nearly crumple to the ground. One team. One? Team? Vera told me two, three, even more teams were on their way to catch Val, to protect Dad.


  Screw Val. She lied to me. That witch!


  But it doesn’t matter. In fact, it’s even better this way. Fewer Sentinels on the ground in Barracuda Bay mean fewer Sentinels to mess with my plan. I keep my eyes on the road, watching carefully, until I see what I’ve been waiting for all along: one lonely car going slow, then slower, as it spots Dad rushing to the smoking truck.


  The car turns around in the bank down the street and cruises past under the nearest streetlight. And that’s when I see her in profile. Val’s spiky hair. She’s turned to watch the scene, cruel yellow eyes focused on my dad.


  The car she’s driving is a small black import, tinted windows, fancy rims on the tires. Knowing Val she probably stole it from the school parking lot just to look cool. Before she can spot me, I slip into the phone booth. The phone is one of those heavy, metal boxes, screwed to the metal part of the booth. I grab it on both sides and yank on it once, twice, until it pulls free.


  The cops are still milling about, the light bars atop their cars flashing, the firemen putting their tools back, eager to get to the station so they can beat each other on Halo 16 or something. It’s now or never. If I don’t cause a ruckus, they’ll be gone before I know it.


  I hoist the heavy phone unit onto my shoulder and walk unseen until I’m in front of the check cashing place. There’s a sign over the door: Premises Monitored 24/7. I hope so. I really, really do. I raise the phone high, then launch it through the plate glass window in the front.


  It’s loud but not loud enough. But that’s not the diversion I was looking for anyway. It comes in a split second: an alarm that has me running for the nearest column. And now the cops and even the firefighters come sprinting from their cars and trucks, passing the column where I cling and flooding into the store.


  Once they’re all inside, guns drawn, backs to me, I run to the nearest cop car. It’s still idling, door wide open, lights flashing—and it’s mine. All mine.


  I get behind the wheel, strap myself in, and slam it into drive. It bucks like a wild bronco, leaps forward, and nearly pins Dad against the smoldering pickup truck as he continues sifting through the ashes, trying to identify a body that never was.


  The Sentinel senses trouble, but he’s still in the station wagon, eager to retain his anonymity.


  I pull up more gracefully, until my open window faces Dad.


  He turns, perturbed until he sees me. Really sees me.


  “Maddy?” he gushes.


  “Get in,” I shout. “In the back, and don’t ask questions.”


  He gets in and doesn’t ask a single question.


  “Buckle up,” I say, and the minute he does, I drive right past the Sentinel still struggling to get out of Dad’s station wagon with his surgical mask half on, half off, his liver lips frozen in a silent scream.


  Inside her little car, Val obviously hears me before she sees me and speeds up as I slam over the curb and into the street.


  But her little import is slow, and my cop car is big and bad and fast. God knows how many horses are stampeding under this shimmery black hood. I nail her car sideways, smashing her right taillight, spinning her around so that she’s facing the parking lot.


  Her expression is both shocked and evil, and that’s before she sees it’s me behind the wheel. When she does, she morphs to downright apocalyptic: yellow eyes burning, gray teeth gritting, mouth cursing.


  Her slurs drown in our dueling revving.


  She guns it. Smoke spews from the friction of one of her tires on the dented undercarriage.


  “Maddy,” Dad scolds.


  But I ignore him, bearing down on Val’s little stolen car as it flees into the night.
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    Cabana Charly’s and the Eternal Tan

  


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  My teeth grind as I stay on Val’s tail no problem, turn after turn, her one working brake light winking with each clamp on the brakes as she tries desperately and fails to shake me.


  A few turns into the chase, Dad says calmly, “Lights.”


  The flicker of a smile crosses my face. Of course the first thing he says—the first real thing—is a reminder.


  Still, I ignore him (uh, a little busy at the moment) until he says it again: “Lights.”


  “Dad, what?”


  I check him in the rearview, and he’s actually grinning. “I don’t know who you’re chasing or what they did to you or what you intend on doing to them, but if you don’t want the rest of Barracuda Bay’s finest to spot you in a stolen police car, you need to turn off your lights.”


  I snort. “Good thinking.”


  Have you ever tried finding the button to turn off the police lights while speeding down an empty street in the middle of the night at 80 miles per hour, trying to keep up with an angry, panicked Zerker who wants nothing more than to trick you into driving straight into a light pole? Then you know it’s not so easy.


  I finally find the switch a few minutes later, just as Val’s turning toward the wrong side of town and down an old, dusty road I’ve never been on before. And I know, somehow I know, where she’s going to take me: someplace big, someplace deserted, someplace private. Someplace befitting a violent, possibly re-deadly, showdown where the cops and certainly the Sentinels won’t know to follow.


  “Cabana Charly’s,” Dad croaks from the back, holding on to his seat belt for dear life. As we take another turn on two wheels, his face goes from hospital sheet white to zombie white.


  “Dad, seriously, what? I’m trying to concentrate here.”


  His voice is eternally patient. “Whoever it is, probably going to the old Cabana Charly’s factory. It’s the only thing this far out in the boonies.”


  “The sunscreen place?” I say, killing my headlights to further confuse Val. I stay locked in on her winking taillight as a building looms in the moonlit distance.


  “Yeah, it went out of business a few years ago, but I still have to come out here every few months or so when a homeless person reports a dead body. Usually another homeless person’s.”


  Sunscreen factory. Giant parking lot. Abandoned. Lots of space to kick my teeth in and torture my dad while she’s at it. Why wouldn’t Val like it?


  It’s downright Zerker-frickin’-rific!


  I slam the brakes, and Val flies ahead through the rusty, open gate of Cabana Charly’s. Once I can no longer see her taillights, I creep the car forward into the high brush of the lot just outside the gate. We’re like a tractor moving through cornstalks, the weeds are so high. A few feet in, I can’t see anything behind me. It’s like the car has been buried by dandelions and saw grass.


  I slip out of the car, open the back door for Dad, and hand him the keys. “Get lost,” I tell him, only half-jokingly.


  Before I can say, “No, really, I’m serious, head for the hills,” he pulls me in for a gigantic bear hug. With all that’s happening, I let him, sinking desperately into his fatherly smell of Old Spice cologne and the hand sanitizer he buys by the gallon for his desk in the coroner’s office.


  “I miss you, Maddy. Promise me that no matter what happens this time, we’ll be together.”


  “I can’t do that, Dad,” I groan, shoving him away. “As much as I want to be with you, this isn’t the kind of life you want.”


  “It’s my life, and I want to be around to watch you grow up.”


  “This is it,” I bark, reminding him. “I won’t grow up.”


  He smiles placidly, too old and wise to get sucked into my eternally teenage drama. “Then I want to be around to watch you get older. Don’t play semantics with me, young woman. You know what I mean.”


  Ugh. I look over my shoulder, imagining what Val has in store for me when I finally catch up with her.


  “Will you leave if I promise?”


  He nods. “I will pretend to leave if you promise, but I have no intention of running away from my daughter’s fight.”


  Ugh, this guy. “Okay, all right, Dad, but stay here, okay?”


  He nods, leaning against the car.


  “No, really. Stay here. Don’t fake stay here like in some cheesy movie where you come running in at the last minute to save the day. Really stay here.”


  He nods, but I can’t stick around to find out if he’s shining me on or not.


  After all, I have a Zerker to kill.


  At the last minute, just to be sure, I open the back door fast and shove him inside even faster.


  He rocks the car and howls to be let out, but I feel better now.


  Win or lose, live or die, at least Dad will be safe, locked in the back of a police cruiser, buried in weeds higher than the top of most school buses. He might die from starvation when nobody finds him, but better that than be gnawed on by some Zerker witch.


  And hopefully, when all is said and done, I’ll be able to run or walk or even limp out of Cabana Charly’s and come find him, let him out. Even if it’s the last thing I ever do.
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    Bad to the Bone

  


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  The gate’s open and Val’s car is still running in front of a giant warehouse door. It’s cracked open, and a sliver of light pours through. They still pay the power bills after being out of business a few years? Then I hear the long, slow whine of a generator running at Mach 10 somewhere out back. It sounds like every generator on our street when the power’s out after a hurricane, a sound I know well.


  I crouch on the other side of the door and slip the electric pen from my fanny pack to hide it. If I know Val, she’ll have company and she’ll frisk me—or worse. I think of hiding it in my shoe, but it might snap in half if I kick her or something, and then where would I be?


  I shift on my toes. I feel a pinch at my chest. Bra strap! I work the seam at the underside of my bra until there is a hole just big enough for the pen to slip into. I wriggle it in until it’s comfortable and doesn’t look quite so obvious under my left breast, but without a full-length mirror and a little better lighting, what do I know?


  Then I zip the fanny pack and straighten up. I’m going for stealth mode. But when I slink in the door, there she is: all 5’4” of Val standing right there, hands on hips, crooked smile on her face.


  “Where you been?” she says knowingly, making me think she has her own satellite overhead or something and has been watching me with infrared vision this entire time. “We’ve been waiting for you.”


  “We?” I should have known better than to think—


  Whoa! Who the hell are they?


  In a storage cage, among old, dusty boxes of sunscreen and pressing against rusty wire mesh, a Sentinel extraction team is grunting. Five Sentinels, highly trained, highly equipped, all in trademark black. Only something’s wrong.


  Their eyes are yellow, and not just from the dingy generator lights blinking high overhead. Their skin is less gray, more green, their teeth wet with spittle, their jaws chomping with rage.


  “Zerkers?” I spit, walking toward her. “You turned a team of Sentinels into Zerkers?”


  So Vera didn’t lie after all. She sent more than one measly team to protect Dad. Unfortunately, Val got to them first.


  That.


  Wily.


  Little.


  Bitch!


  “Why?” I already know the answer. I just figure, the longer I keep her talking, the less likely she is to release the Zerkers.


  Val shrugs. “I just wanted to see what would happen.”


  “And?”


  “And,” she snaps humorlessly, “you’re looking at it.”


  “I’ve never seen a Sentinel turned into a Zerker before,” I say, stepping slightly back. “I didn’t even know it was poss—”


  “Quit stalling.” She yawns, running a gloved hand through her spiky hair.


  Only, it’s not a full glove. It’s one of those fingerless ones like the BMX dudes wear for whatever reason. She’s wearing red leather pants and a black concert T-shirt for some poser rock band she’s probably never even listened to and a red vest over that, with a choker chain like some textbook wannabe punk-rock chick. Every stupid accessory just makes me want to smash her head in with a vacant building.


  But she’s the one with the cageful of Zerkers. All I have is an electric pen pinching the squeeze out of my left nip. So she still sucks.


  Her thick black boots give her an inch or two, but I still look down on her as I approach cautiously. I’m watching her. I’m watching the Zerker-Sentinels as they rattle their cage. And I’m watching for any quick exits. It’s not that easy with only two eyeballs.


  The warehouse is tall and wide, with lots of black squares where machinery has been moved over the years, revealing the original floor coloring buried below.


  Big windows with bars on the other side are broken, letting in moonlight in little slivers or big swaths, depending on the size of the crack. Broken glass litters the warehouse floor. I step on shards, but it’s hard to hear them being crushed the closer I get to the Zerkers in the cage.


  “Leave them out of it, Val.” I choke, failing to hide my nervousness. “I’m here. You’re here. Don’t be such a chicken.”


  “Me? Chicken?” Her voice is gravelly, her white skin leathery, her deep yellow eyes aflame with hatred. “Hardly.”


  “Really?” I snap, because it’s been bottled up so long, it had to come out sometime. “That’s why you hid up in the control booth while Dane and I tried to save Stamp? That’s why you’re standing here now, with a cageful of Zerker Sentinels ready to destroy me? ‘Cause you’re a chicken, that’s why!”


  She shoves me. Hard. Like, across-the-room hard. I’ve never been shoved so hard in my life. Not by Dahlia, not by Bones, not by anybody—live or dead—ever. I crash land against the cage, bending it in from the force.


  The. Zerkers. Go. Nuts! They try to shove their fat fingers through the openings of the little wire squares. They rattle the cage until I’m sure the hinges will break. And, in fact, a big shard of metal dislodges in the tussle and bounces offs one of my shoes.


  It’s just out of reach until I sit up and turn over, my body tight from the fall, even though I can’t feel anything other than maybe a harsher numbness than usual. That, and the certain reality that I am way out of my league. I reach out with one hand, my back to Val, making groaning noises to cover the scrape of metal as the shard leaves the concrete floor.


  The Zerkers see it, but they either can’t speak or don’t care. They just rattle the cage some more. I turn just in time to see Val advancing on me, boot raised to crush my face. I jab the shard through her knee until the pointy end pops out the underside of her leg.


  She howls from shock, not pain, flailing to yank it out.


  The Zerkers are howling now too, turned on by the violence, I guess. They’re slamming and banging the cage.


  How long can that little cage hold against all that rage?


  Val limps away backward, smiling as she reaches into her vest pocket.


  I stand at last, my body trembling from the force of her last hit.


  She holds a small red box with a long black button in the middle. She points it at the cage.


  I flinch, imagining what’s going to happen when the door swings open and those Zerkers fly out—straight at me, no doubt.


  But the door doesn’t open. Instead, a light flickers to my right, just behind Val.


  She turns to me. “Not there, Maddy. Here!” She waves and walks dramatically toward something out of sight.


  I scoot around the cage, around a stack of barrels and old broken slats of wood to find two large tanks standing next to each other. I can’t tell what’s inside because there’s a black sheet covering each one, but they’re glass and boxy. I can see that much. Like maybe elevators or those boxes where the lucky winner steps in and a giant fan starts blowing dollar bills around his head.


  Hoses and dials stick out of each one. When I’m standing as close to her as I dare and facing both boxes, she yanks the black sheet off the first one.


  Inside is a Sentinel. No, wait. A Zerker Sentinel. I can tell by the way he drools and chomps and his yellow eyes beg for mercy at the same time they long for my brain on a silver platter. Or, hell, a paper plate for that matter.


  “Wh-wh-who is he?”


  The Zerker pounds against the Plexiglas door of his giant box with huge, gray fists.


  “And why should I care?” I add.


  “You shouldn’t care about the Zerker in this box.” She caresses the little red clicker in her hand. “But you should care about what happens to him when I … do … this.”


  She pushes the black button, and the vague sounds of a vacuum start somewhere in the guts of the big glass box directly in front of me. The Zerker hears them, turning around, then back around, losing his black beret in the process and slamming into the Plexiglas door as it rattles and moans. His clumsiness, the human fear sunk deep in his human DNA, makes his plight all the more pathetic. Then the hoses on each side and on top of the box begin quivering, bulging, and hissing as something starts spraying inside the box.


  Now I know what the big glass box is. I know exactly what it is. There used to be one in the Barracuda Bay Galleria: a Cabana Charly’s spray tan box. You wore your bikini under your clothes; you paid $10 instead of $30 like they’d charge you for the same thing at the local tanning salon; and if you weren’t shy about middle-aged men ogling you for 15 minutes, you got an automatic spray tan for like two-thirds off the going price. You know, just with a live audience.


  Val must have found a few old ones on the warehouse floor and thought it would be funny to spray tan a Zerker. But no, that can’t be all there is to it. Because the Zerker is going, well, berserk.


  He claws desperately at the nozzles as something white and bubbly coats him from head to toe. In seconds, maybe less, every item of black Sentinel clothing he owns is covered in greasy foam. It clings to everything: his hair, his eyes, his collar, his pockets, his boots, his fingers.


  He snarls and wipes it off, but it only makes it worse. He’s screaming now, then howling, as smoke begins to fill the box. I watch as the Zerker’s clothes melt off, turning a powdery white before falling away. Bright red pustules rush to cover his arms, his neck, his chin, his thighs, his belly.


  His white hair burns away to ash, and his skin begins to melt, dripping off his skull. His howls are muzzled now as oozing flesh fills his throat, at least until his lungs burst and leak down his rib cage like giblet gravy. Flesh puddles at his feet, his knotty, skeletal feet. All that’s holding him up now is the box as his skeleton leans against the door, ribs and shoulder blades and finger bones clattering to the floor.


  “What was that?” I say, mourning the boy, the human, the Sentinel that Zerker once was.


  “Did you know there are 17 potentially deadly chemicals in each tube of sunscreen, Maddy?” Val paces in front of the second live spray tanning booth. “But the sunscreen companies, like Cabana Charly’s, get away with it because they only use microscopic amounts in each batch. Well, I did some online research recently and discovered that if you use enough of it, there’s one ingredient—avotoxia—that will actually eat human flesh.


  “So I thought to myself, ‘Val, how much avotoxia would it take to deflesh a grown man?’ And I discovered, after going through a team or two of Sentinels over the last few days, that if you apply enough undiluted avotoxia, it will strip a man—even a Sentinel—to bone in less than 60 seconds.”


  “That’s what you’ve been doing with your spare time?” I say, just stalling now, because I’m pretty sure I know who’s going in that second box.


  “Well, I knew it wouldn’t take you too long to get here once you found out who I was and, of course, what I’d done to poor Stamp. So I thought I’d be ready for you, just in case.”


  And with that, she yanks the black sheet from the second tanning booth.


  But it isn’t for me after all.


  In fact, it’s already occupied.
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  Stamp! Stamp? B-b-but … how?”


  I rush to the Plexiglas door and slam my palms against it.


  Surprisingly, Val doesn’t stop me.


  Stamp’s lips are moving, but I can’t hear what he’s saying. His big yellow eyes are pleading, his big gray hands pressed wide against the door. But they don’t reach for mine to trace my fingertips with his own, the way they do in all those prison movies. One is too far up, the other too far down, and he can’t quite seem to match them up so good.


  He looks lost and helpless, kind of the same way he did after I first brought him back to life in Barracuda Bay. Dane and I kind of baby-stepped him into the Afterlife, but Dane’s not here now, and I’m too tired, too weak, to do anything but stand here in awe that he’s actually … re-alive.


  I think of the sweet boy I bumped into, literally, in the hall his first day of school. How beautiful he was and how he didn’t quite seem to know it. How eager he was for someone to be his friend, how valuable that friendship was to him, how cherished he became to me.


  He was always happy to see me, even when we were fighting. He was like one of those baby ducks who imprint on the first thing they see: a mother duck, a rubber duck, a rooster, whatever. It was like he didn’t know I wasn’t special, like he believed I was someone worth getting to know.


  And the look in his eyes made me believe it as well.


  But now? Now his eyes don’t look at me but through me.


  “Funny thing about zombies,” Val whispers close to my ear. “When you bite them, they lose a little too much of themselves. They’re still re-alive, but not quite all there, you know? Kind of like our Zerker friends in that cage over there. I guess two zombie bites is just one bite too many, huh, Maddy?”


  And just then Stamp moves his head for a better view, and I can see. At that angle, I can see his yellow eyes glinting. And I know, he may be re-alive, but he’s already gone.


  She saved him once, only to kill him twice.


  “I’m sorry, but—”


  Before she can finish her apology, I slam the back of my head into her face, smiling at the satisfying crunch of her nose breaking.


  She tumbles into a heap, but when I turn to find the clicker it’s still clutched firmly in her hand.


  She sits, knees up, hands on knees, and shakes her head. Black goo dribbles out of her broken nose. Not too much. She quickly wipes it off with the back of one hand, her clicker hand.


  “I guess I deserved that,” she says. “I mean, after all I’ve put you through.”


  “I saw Stamp’s body,” I spit, advancing on her once more. “Back at the Splash Zone, in the shark pit. I saw his foot, his hand, his—”


  “Did you ever see his face, Maddy?” she says, still on her rump, knees up in front of her.


  “But he was there, at the bottom of the tank, looking up at me—”


  “His face?” she says gleefully, as if I should be happy she saved Stamp from the shark tank only to turn him into a Zerker. “Did you ever actually see it?”


  “I-I-I stopped looking, I guess, after awhile.”


  “Of course you did. In fact, I was counting on it. That’s why it was so easy for me to turn one of those dopey nightclub kids into a Zerker, slip him into Stamp’s black-and-white-striped hoodie, and chain him to the bottom of the shark pit. All those sharks, all those waves, the moonlight, the floating chunks of human flesh? I added those to get the sharks excited. Your emotions clouded your judgment. It could have been anybody down there. Anyone at all. But not Stamp. No, I had bigger plans for him, as you see. And plans for you as well.”


  “Like what?”


  “Help me up, and you’ll find out.”


  She dares me with those flickering yellow eyes, and I want to kick in that cocky grin with my thrift shop sneakers. I shake my head, and she waves the clicker in front of her face. I groan and yank her up like a sack of wet cement.


  “I’ll give you a choice, Maddy, which is more than you gave Bones before you and Dane ripped him apart that night.”


  “How would you know? You weren’t there, and nobody who was survived.”


  “You mean except for you and Dane? And Stamp, of course? You think you killed every football Zerker or cheerleader Zerker or teacher Zerker that night? Think again. One got out, re-alive. Broken, bent, beaten, but still one of the Living Dead. You might even remember her …”


  Val’s tone is teasing, her eyes provocative. She’s enjoying this. Even so, my heart can’t help but try to leap at the news.


  “Her?” I say, unable to hide the quiver in my voice.


  Hopefully, helplessly, ridiculously, somehow I’m imagining Hazel limping from the burning embers of the smoldering gym. Or Chloe. Or, hell, even Dahlia would be a relief at this point.


  Val seems to read my mind, shaking her head dolefully. “Mrs. Witherspoon. Art class. She still had her big red glasses clutched in her cold, undead hand.”


  I shake my head. So many people, so many victims. All because of me. I don’t give her the satisfaction of seeing me smile at the mention of Mrs. Witherspoon’s name.


  “After I got to Barracuda Bay to avenge my brother, well, she wasn’t too hard to find. Or break. She was all too eager to let me know what you did to her and the rest of the Zerkers, including my dear brother. Of course, I couldn’t let her live with what she knew, but what does it matter, right? I mean, it’s not like she wasn’t already dead.”


  She pauses dramatically.


  I grieve for poor Mrs. Witherspoon—again. I don’t blame her for telling Val. After all, she was a Zerker, and I did copper stake the life out of the old witch!


  “When I heard what happened, when I heard what you did, I made it my life’s mission to get you back. For months, I stalked you. And when I found you, I saw how much Stamp meant to you. And I knew hurting you wouldn’t be enough to make up for what you took from me. At least not at first. But like I said, I’ll give you a choice. I can sunscreen Stamp to death, or you can take his place in the box. Your choice—”


  My voice is resolute, demanding. “Me. Fine. Whatever. Get him out of there.”


  Choice? That’s a choice? Like there is a choice. What does she think I’m here for? To save myself?


  Val cocks one eyebrow, as if maybe she’s surprised. “You sure? You saw what happened to the dude behind Door Number 1, right?”


  “Val, whatever. I didn’t expect to survive a tussle with you anyway, so—”


  “Ah,” she says, hand on her chest. “That’s so sweet. And you’re right. You’re a dead girl walking, so you’re making the right choice. At least this way Stamp gets to live. I mean, it probably won’t be much of a life, but—” She shoves me out of the way while she pushes a four-number code on the side of the Plexiglas door. The minute she does, it hisses open and Stamp tumbles out, growling, looking confused.


  I hug him quickly. I cling to him desperately. I don’t care that Val is pounding on my back, that Stamp can’t hug me back, doesn’t know how to hug me back. Hell, that he doesn’t even know me. I know, and I squeeze him hard. Taking in the smell of him, the feel of him, knowing in my cold, dead heart that this will be the last time. I don’t care what kind of electronic volt therapy or whatever Dane called it that they’re working on in the bowels of the rehabilitation center; there’s no coming back from an avotoxia shower. That much I do know.


  Stamp’s body is a live wire of tension, like the Zerker electricity is surging through him up and down, back and forth. No wonder he can’t think straight, can’t even line up his hands or remember his ex. Is this how it might have felt to hug Bones? Or Dahlia?


  Or even Val?


  Val yanks me away from him and literally kicks me into the tanning booth before sliding the door shut. I gasp. I can already smell the chemicals hiding in the hoses and the tubes hooked up to the Spray Tan Death Ray Booth from Hell. Stamp looks at me from the other side of the Plexiglas door, confusion in his yellow eyes.


  Damn, I wish I could cry!


  And I wish he could talk!


  If he could say just one word to me, one last word, it would all be worth it. I don’t mind dying again. But dying with Stamp in limbo, bewildered and hurt and angry, feels worse than dying.


  It feels like losing.


  Stamp shuffles toward the door, hands outstretched, touching the Plexiglas, leaving big smears, lips moving but not saying anything. His gaze finally reaches mine, flickering with intensity, if not recognition. But instead of looking away or squinting angrily like the Sentinel-Zerkers still pounding against their cage, he looks at me, not through me. The eyes soften, then grow, and he’s there. Stamp’s there! I know he is. And he sees me, with those Zerker eyes, and I know, if he can see me, then after I’m gone, there will still be hope for Stamp.


  At that moment, when I see the human, the boy, even the plain old zombie, in Stamp’s yellow Zerker eyes, Val shoves him out of the way. He stands to one side, looking more wounded than if she’d torn off one of his arms.


  Val’s gloating, smiling, enjoying herself, poising the clicker in her hand.


  Suddenly Stamp slams his hands down on either side of her head. His fists are closed, and I see them white and heavy as they crack the bones of each of her shoulders with a decisive snap.


  She drops like a sack of Zerker, and the clicker skitters to the floor. I watch it tumbling end over end and wonder if it will land on the button and start the avotoxia and turn me into meat soup and dry bones despite all Stamp has done to save me.


  It doesn’t. For now.


  Val’s yellow eyes are full of rage as Stamp kicks her into a stack of barrels that barely move. I’d love nothing more than to watch him tear her apart, but I don’t have time for that. I rip off my hoodie and reach under my tank top, turning delicately away in case Stamp sees. (Don’t ask me why. It makes no sense. For one, he’s seen it before. And for another, he’s too busy breaking the rest of Val’s bones.)


  I slip the electric pen out and zap the combination lock from the inside, trying to find a circuit where—Hiss, click, it finally opens. I step out quickly, just in case she booby-trapped the sucker to start spraying if the lock is picked from inside.


  She didn’t. It doesn’t.


  Val is gurgling with Stamp’s foot on her throat. Her wrist is at an odd angle and one foot is twisted badly, but she’s still alive. I can tell she’s alive from the blaze in her yellow eyes and the hum of bitter electricity shimmering off her in waves. She sees me emerge from the tanning booth and looks almost … hopeful.


  Stamp is heaving, if not quite breathing, from the effort.


  I walk toward him gingerly and reach out a hand.


  “Stamp—” is all I get to say before he turns on me, a chunk of Val’s thigh in his mouth.


  His chin is covered with her black Zerker goo, and his eyes are more yellow than a blinking traffic light. His forehead is thick and lined with anger, and his gory clawlike fingers reach for me.


  I bat them away harshly. “Stop it, Stamp,” I shout, trying to reason as I stumble backward.


  I click the top of Vera’s electric pen, trying to get his attention, screaming with each flick: “Stop! Stamp. You. Stop. That. Right. Now!”


  He lunges and I duck, trying to jam the pen into his knee. But he follows me, crouching too, his face centimeters away and his rage and fear and confusion in hi-def before he punches me squarely in the forehead.


  Not expecting it, I tumble backward before I get really, really pissed. Stamp never trained with Dane and me. Not once. He called it a waste of time and preferred to go clubbing. Maybe he figured the Zerkers would want a dance-off or something when they finally caught up with him. Who knows?


  My point is, now he’s big and angry but still kind of, I dunno … stupid?


  And angry. And maybe a little hungry? Whatever we shared back there in the booth, or I thought we shared, is gone. For now, forever, I can’t tell, but this much I do know: I came here to avenge Stamp, not get eaten by him!


  I approach him, pen in hand, and he looks at that hand, not my other one. So I smack him. Hard. I hear something snap, and it’s not just his head. His eyes glow even brighter, and he looks at that hand, so I go to jab the electric pen in his neck and finish this once and for all, when he jukes just in time.


  Okay, okay, so maybe he’s not so dumb after—


  “Umph!” I stumble back.


  He advances, catching me off guard with another swift kick to the side. Being a Zerker has made him more limber? And not as dumb as I thought. The warehouse is getting smaller as he keeps pushing me back, back, almost to the vibrating cage of Sentinel Zerkers.


  They are howling now, jamming on their cage, and suddenly I see. I see what Stamp is doing. He’s leading me to them. He’ll corner me, kick open their cage, or break the lock. Or, hell, maybe this sleeper mastermind Zerker yanked the key away from Val and he’ll open it and unleash them on me.


  On me!


  This? This is how it ends? Stamp is alive, and now he’s going to kill me? I’ve heard of jilted lovers, but this is pretty extreme even for a Zerker!


  I fight frantically, kicking and jabbing and yanking, and get nowhere.


  His left thumb is bent and he’s limping. One eye looks wonky, and something brown and green oozes from his nose.


  I’m no farther from the Zerker cage, and he’s lots closer!


  “Stamp,” I plead, if only to lull him with my voice.


  It doesn’t work. He’s gurgling at the other Zerkers in the cage, and they’re frickin’ gurgling back. They’re almost like apes talking.


  And I wonder, not for the first time, why zombies are so much like us and zombies who’ve been bitten by Zerkers are so much like animals.


  Stamp reaches for the cage, and I kick him in the elbow.


  He turns and growls, upper lip covered with Zerker slime, drool running down. And then something catches his eye just to the left.


  I turn because I’m figuring it’s Val.


  It’s not. Not even close.
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  Umph,” Dane groans, shoving his cane through Stamp’s arm so hard it gets stuck in the corrugated tin wall of the abandoned warehouse. Stamp goes limp immediately, almost like the cane was made out of …


  “Copper!” Dane says proudly, clapping like you do when you’ve done something thoroughly amazifying. Which he has! “I had the Sentinels build me a new one made all out of copper. With a rubber handle, of course.”


  I crush him in a hug. “Why on earth would the Sentinels build you a new cane? I mean, last I checked you were in handcuffs!”


  “Yeah, well, that was before you escaped and I told them I knew exactly where you were going. Sentinels tend to like things like that. Got me a few brownie points and this shiny copper cane. Oh, and a ride here.”


  “How did you find me?”


  He shrugs, trying in vain to pull his copper cane out of Stamp’s arm. It’s stuck not just through Stamp’s bicep but deep into the wall behind him.


  Dane grunts and gives up. “Well, I didn’t think I would. I just lied to the Sentinels to get out of there and come after you, but they have this police scanner in their vans. So when we found out about the fire in the dollar store parking lot—nice touch, by the way—and then heard the cops squawking about one of their cars being stolen, well, I put two and two together and started looking for you.”


  “But the weeds,” I cry. “I thought I hid myself pretty well.”


  “You did, only you gave your dad the keys before you locked him in the backseat. He let himself into the front seat and turned the cruiser’s lights on.”


  “Dork,” I say, but I don’t really mean it. I don’t even really know what I’m saying. I’m just … wiped out. It’s too much, with the Stamp dying and the Stamp living and the Zerker Stamp trying to kill me and Dane—Dane! Too much.


  “But how can you be here? Smiling? Saving me? When I betrayed you like that, back there at the center?”


  He sighs. “Maddy, I knew you would break out of there the minute you didn’t turn back to say good-bye when they first split us up. I don’t blame you. I just wish I could have gotten here sooner.”


  I turn, dead heart 10 degrees warmer, and watch as a team of Sentinels—real Sentinels this time, not yellow-eyed Zerker ones—flood the building. They look severe and ignore us as they open up the cage and make quick work of the Zerkers, zapping them in the necks so they fall like cordwood to the factory floor.


  I turn, looking for Val, and see her trying to limp out a side window but cursing the thick, steel bars that even she can’t break.


  Another team of Sentinels catch her and shackle her wrists, then her ankles, then chain all four together, bending her at the waist.


  I walk toward them.


  Dane says, “Maddy, we’re done here. Give it up.”


  “Look at Stamp. Look at what she did to him.”


  He does. He stops and looks, his eyes big and admiring to see his old friend still alive. “At least she didn’t kill him,” he says gently. “Whatever he is, he’s alive. That’s more than we had before we came back to Barracuda Bay.”


  “I almost wish she had,” I spit, seeing Stamp’s greenish-gray skin and the Zerker muck on his chin.


  “You don’t mean that.”


  “Okay, but still …”


  We look at each other, months of knowing one another inside and out shared in a single glance.


  “Look, Maddy.”


  “I see him, all right?”


  He smirks that smirk and holds up his left hand. “No, really look.”


  “Your pinky!” It’s back. His pinky. Is back. Well, I mean, most of it. It’s gross and a little gnarly and too pink for his dead white flesh, but it wasn’t there a few days ago and now it is! “How did that happen?”


  “The Sentinels. I told you, they were experimenting with electricity to repair some of the damage from the sharks. Vera says if I keep up the therapy, my pinky will be—”


  “Vera? What does she have to do with your pinky?”


  “Maddy, the Keepers are in charge of my therapy. They’re in charge of everything at the center. Even …” He looks at Stamp, then at me, and smiles. “Even in charge of rehabilitating Zerkers.”


  “You mean—”


  “He means,” says a familiar voice from behind, as Vera drags my father into the warehouse, “that there’s hope for Stamp yet.”


  I turn to Dane, then Dad, then Vera. “But how—?”


  “Vera organized all of this,” Dane says, as if he’s Vera’s biggest fan or something. “She brought us here immediately.”


  I turn to Vera. “Even after what I did to you?”


  Vera looks spiffy in her new Keeper uniform—even if one arm is in a sling. “I broke my own rule. I crossed the yellow line. I paid the price. My pen?” She holds out a hand.


  I give it up reluctantly, somehow certain all this is some dream and the Zerkers are going to break free any minute and rip into us.


  “Maddy,” Vera says, “I’d like to talk to you when we get back about joining us. About joining the Keepers.”


  I shake my head, but Dane moves in. “Maddy, listen to her first. Please. For me.”


  “Why? You said yourself it’s better to be free.”


  Vera says, “I know you two enjoy your freedom. Maddy, joining us at the center isn’t a second death sentence. Besides, I think you would make a good Second Afterlife counselor for Stamp.”


  “Second Afterlife?”


  She has her usual calm demeanor on and says logically, as if we’re not standing in a warehouse full of Zerker bones and Spray Tan Death Ray Booths from Hell and I didn’t, you know, break her arm in half. “When a Zerker comes back from the dark side, Maddy, we call it a Second Afterlife.”


  “You mean you’ve done this before?”


  I see Stamp, still stuck to the wall with Dane’s cane.


  I peer up just in time to find Vera and Dane sharing a conspiratorial glance.


  I look at Dane. “Well?”


  “Yes, Maddy. We have. I have. I—well, this is my Second Afterlife.”


  
    Epilogue


    All in the Family

  


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  No, Stamp, I told you already: that’s all the brains you get this week.”


  Stamp huffs in his cell, statuesque but still clumsy in his green Second Afterlife jumpsuit.


  His movements are a little jerky, and he still bumps into things, even though there’s not that far to go and not too many things to bump into.


  “This stucks,” he says, shaking his shaved head.


  I snort.


  He grunts. “You’re doing it again, Maddy. You’re marking me.”


  “Mocking you, Stamp. And no, I’m not, but the word is either stinks or sucks. I think you’re getting them confused.”


  “No,” he whines. “I just wasn’t sure which one I wanted to use, so I said both.”


  “Oh.” I nod, feeling bad now. “Actually, that makes perfect sense.”


  “See?” He humphs and crosses his arms. He looks clean, healthy. The rehab is working. Slowly but surely.


  I tick some boxes off on my clipboard and leave the cell.


  “Where are you going?” he says, pacing just in front of the door the way I used to when it was me in the cell and Vera on the outside.


  “I have to monitor some tests in the lab, Stamp. You know that.”


  I try to keep the impatience out of my voice, but it’s clear from his expression that I don’t succeed. Not entirely anyway.


  He does this crumple-face thing he’s been doing lately. “But, but … I miss you.”


  I stop and clutch my clipboard to my chest. Yes, I know. It sounds all gooey and like an ultimate awww moment, but sometimes Stamp is like a three-year-old in a toy store. Stamp wants this. Stamp wants that. Stamp eat now? Stamp laugh now? Stamp miss you. Stamp love you. You let Stamp out now? And then, just as you’re falling for it, he’ll notice some bug crawling in the corner or that his shoelaces aren’t tied right and he’ll immediately drop you like a hot potato.


  So, yes, he misses me, but he also misses Dane and Vera and the Sentinel who brings him brains twice a week and the guy who drove him here and the janitor Sentinel who never gives him the time of day.


  “I miss you too, Stamp, but … Maddy has more work to do.”


  “That’s all you do is work.” He pouts, turning his back to me.


  And I have to admit, he’s kind of right. Ever since returning to the center, I’ve made it my Afterlife’s mission to give Stamp a second one. I think he knows this, which is why he’s not really mad. Just pouty.


  He’s been like that a lot lately, but it’s better than when he first came here, all gross-eyed and Zerkery. Vera kept me away from him for the first week, during what she calls rehab but Stamp always calls The Empty Time.


  From the sounds of it, I’m glad she did. He stayed in the lab, mostly, while I hung around with Dane in the medical suite, replacing his bandages and timing him on the treadmill as he trained so he could rely less and less on his cane.


  “I still think I’ll keep it,” he tells me as he joins me at the end of the hallway, out of Stamp’s hearing range.


  “Why?” I say.


  He twirls his copper cane with the rubber handle Charlie Chaplin style as we nod to Birch, the Sentinel on duty. “It’s cool, don’t you think?” Dane says.


  “Not really,” I say.


  He shrugs.


  I reach for the elevator button.


  Dane pokes it with the rubber tip of his cane instead. “Comes in handy, though, doesn’t it?”


  “Okay, yes,” I admit.


  He pulls me to his side for a hug.


  The doors ding open, and we both step back, spotting a familiar powder-blue uniform.


  “Here to check on your patient?” I ask Vera as we cluster in the alcove outside the elevator.


  She has some coloring books and a vocabulary workbook in her hand—the hand attached to the arm I broke. Vera gushes, “He’s been combining his words lately. Have you noticed?”


  I nod. “His latest is stucks, which I believe stands for stinks and sucks.”


  Vera smiles. “See, that’s why it’s so great that you agreed to be his Second Afterlife counselor. It would have taken me weeks to figure out that Stamp word.”


  “And your arm?” I say, avoiding her gaze as the guilt floods my voice.


  “It’s fine now.” Vera pats my shoulder. “Thanks to your dad, that is.”


  The doors open, we say our good-byes, and Vera races toward Stamp’s cell, eager to explore his growing vocabulary.


  “Stamp word.” Dane chuckles in the elevator. “I like that. He will, too, once he’s back to his old self.”


  “You think he’ll ever get there?” I say, nuzzling him in the 2.7 seconds we have left before the elevator reaches the ground floor.


  “He’ll get there.” Dane raises his new finger. “Just like Mr. Pinky here! And look at Vera’s arm. If he’s going to get help anywhere, he’s in the right spot.”


  I bite my lip as we exit the elevator.


  We weave through a dozen thuggish Sentinels who all seem to know Dane’s name by now.


  “Wow, that didn’t take you long,” I say, admiring Dane in his sleek, new black Sentinel uniform.


  “What’s that?” he says, after high-fiving a Sentinel so big he nearly has to stoop to enter the elevator.


  “Winning over your sworn enemies, the Sentinels?” I say.


  “I never called them sworn enemies, did I?”


  “Yeah. About 1,000 times. At school, in your trailer, on the way to school, on the way to your trailer, in Orlando, at—”


  “All right, all right.” He grins as we head toward a door marked with this notice: Keep Out! Approved Personnel Only.


  They are double doors, black (though most are red), and guarded by a special six-key entry code. I punch it in—785439, if you’re wondering—and wait for the doors to hiss open. I can hear Dad’s voice even before signing in at the guard station, where a Sentinel named Clive—yes, yes, I’ve finally learned some of their names—does a weird handshake thing with Dane.


  I arch my eyebrows about it while waiting for Clive to key us in to the second set of hissing double doors.


  Dane straightens his beret. “It’s a Sentinel thing. You Keepers just wouldn’t understand.”


  I straighten the cuff of my new powder-blue Keeper uniform and walk through the door, smirking.


  “Listen, Hector,” Dad is saying in his exasperated voice. “You can’t just zap these guys anywhere and expect the therapy to work. You have to address the affected wound directly, like this.”


  Dad puts his surgical mask over the lower half of his face—he always takes it off to berate interns, zombies, whoever—and passes what looks like a bar code scanner over the divot in a young Sentinel’s arm.


  A kind of rosy-pink glow illuminates the wound. Even from across the room I can smell the skin and muscle healing. It’s not like the rotting smell of death but more like … hamburger cooking.


  Hector nods.


  Dad hands the wand over, watching patiently, completely ignoring Dane and me.


  The Sentinel waves the wand carefully over the wound. He looks pro in the medical scrubs, apron, and mask Dad made them special order for him last week.


  “Fine, yes, like that,” Dad says, winking at me. “Just for the next 10 minutes.”


  “What are you going to be doing?” Hector says.


  “Talking to my daughter, that’s what!”


  Dad motions for us to follow him into the office he’s set up in the next room.


  As I sit in one of the two chairs on the other side of his desk, I’m struck by how much this office looks like his old coroner’s office back home.


  “How are you kids today?” His rosy cheeks glow on either side of his new, if graying, goatee.


  “Forget us. What’s with you scolding a real, live Sentinel like that? You do know Hector could rip you into little pieces that would fit inside one of your desk drawers, right?”


  Dad waves dismissively. “Listen, Maddy, the Sentinels asked me for help with their electric therapy program, okay? If they want to do it right, then techs like Hector need to know how to do it right. It’s in their own best interest to learn, right?”


  I sigh. “Yes, it is, of course, but just remember you’re human, okay?”


  “How could I forget?” He pours coffee from his new two-cup coffeemaker. I smile to see him adding cream and sugar in the old, cracked Christmas mug he brought from home. “It took them five days to install a toilet, for Pete’s sake! It’s barbaric to make a grown man go in the woods, Maddy!”


  “Well, Dr. Swift, you know zombies don’t actually need toilets, right?” Dane smirks, fiddling with one of the pockets on his legs.


  “Yes, Dane, I know that perfectly well, but couldn’t they have installed just one toilet when they built this place? I mean, just in case?”


  “I can’t imagine they were ever planning on inviting humans inside, Dad.”


  “Yes, well, as the first human to ever become a Sentinel, I hope to make a few more changes around here before I’m done.”


  “Okay, Dad.” I groan, rolling my eyes at Dane. “We just stopped by to see how you were doing.” I start to get up.


  Dad motions me back down. To Dane he says, “Son, could you go check on Hector for me, please? Make sure he’s not starting a fire with the bedsheets again?”


  Dane chuckles and winks at me. The doors hiss behind him as he walks back into the lab.


  “Dad, obvious much?”


  Another dismissive wave. “Dane doesn’t care. Besides, how much can you two see of each other anyway? Twenty-four hours a day isn’t enough? He can spare your old man a few minutes, can’t he?”


  I shrug. I really do need to spend more time with Dad. Ever since we dragged him back to the center, we’re both knee-deep in work during the day. And since he still has to sleep, he’s always zonked out by the time I actually have an hour or two to hang out with him around, say, three in the morning.


  I smile.


  “So how are you, really, Maddy?”


  “I’m good, but I’m used to all this. How are you doing?”


  “I’m still working with dead bodies. Only, these ones are walking around.”


  “I’m sorry it turned out this way. I tried to keep you out of it. Really, I did.”


  He shrugs. “I got tired of you keeping me out of it. Frankly, I’d rather have a zombie for a daughter than no daughter at all.”


  “Ah.” I crack a joke, if only to not choke up. “That’s the nicest thing a human ever said to me.”


  We chuckle.


  “You talk to many humans lately, Maddy?”


  We make small talk for a minute or two, just like back home. He looks so comfortable with his rumpled lab coat and his coffee mug. I can’t help but be happy to see him here. Time will tell if he’ll ever be happy, but … was he ever?


  Even back home, with his house rules and his concerned face, the only time he seemed really happy was when he was reminding me how scary, creepy, and unhappy the real world is. Now he knows there’s a real world beyond the real world, and that’s given him even more reasons to be happily unhappy.


  Jingling a key chain from the top of his desk, he says, “Do you want to see how Val is doing?”


  I shrug.


  He stands and leads me through the lab, motioning for Dane to follow. “Hector?” he shouts, pausing before the double doors.


  “Going strong, sir.”


  Dad shoots him a frown.


  Hector shakes his head. “Sorry. Going strong, Doctor.”


  “Better,” Dad says, mostly to himself.


  Dane and I follow dutifully as Dad leads us down the hall toward a green door marked Keep Out.


  “Ignore that,” Dad says, sliding in his single key. It’s about the same size and heft of the one I stole from Vera to escape to Barracuda Bay.


  Inside are two doors. One is a cell, the other clear Plexiglas. Val is in the cell, strapped to a bed. She turns her head toward us, blonde hair no longer spiky but extra greasy instead. Though her eyes blaze a healthy, angry yellow, her mouth is covered by a thin leather strap locked tight at the back of her head.


  “We had to muzzle her,” Dad explains. “I can’t imagine why, but she kept trying to bite me.”


  “She didn’t, did she, Doc?” Dane says with a mock-worried expression.


  Dad slaps his shoulder.


  I roll my eyes, though it’s nice to see them getting along. Dad was always Team Stamp, after all.


  “How is she doing?” I say. “I mean, really doing?”


  Dad frowns. “She’s not taking to the therapy as well as Stamp, obviously. Frankly, I’m not sure she’ll ever be completely Zerker-free.”


  “Is that what this is for?” I turn to the second door, the Plexiglas one that fronts the second mobile spray tanning booth from the Cabana Charly’s warehouse.


  Dad looks at it regretfully. “I suppose so. I was against the Sentinels moving it here when we left Barracuda Bay, but apparently they’re trying to isolate the avotoxia chemical and use it in some kind of anti-Zerker weapon.”


  Dane nods toward Val, who’s suddenly gone quiet. “Are you sure you should be sharing trade secrets in front of her, Doc?”


  Dad smirks as he hustles us both from the room. “Val? Look where she is. She’s not getting out anytime soon.”
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  Even from down the hall, through the supposedly soundproof walls, I can hear her, shaking the bars of her cage, gnashing her jagged yellow teeth, wailing as if she’s in pain.


  I wince, subconsciously slowing down as I approach Dad’s lab. Well, it’s not really Dad’s lab, as the Sentinels are always so quick to remind us, but that’s how I look at it anyway. I mean, he’s the only one qualified to study Val in the first place, so Dad’s lab it is and Dad’s lab it shall be and the Sentinels can lump it for all I care.


  It’s nearly midnight, and if we were back in Barracuda Bay, he’d be sacked out by now. But Sentinel City—at least, that’s what he calls it, and now it’s stuck with the rest of us—has a kind of Vegas feel. Since we zombies don’t sleep, there’s always as many folks roaming the halls at 2:00 a.m. as there are at 2:00 p.m. And since the place is short on windows, you pretty much never know what time it is anyway.


  Sure enough, as I rap on the frosted glass in the middle of the lab door, I hear a quick, “It’s open,” in between Val’s shrieking.


  I step in to find the lab brightly lit, as always, the smell of fresh coffee filling the air. Dad, lab coat unbuttoned over his crisp blue shirt and gold tie, leans against the counter across from Val’s cage.


  He is studying her carefully, the way he did dead bodies back in Barracuda Bay, where he was the coroner for Cobia County. I wonder what he thinks now that he’s studying live ones. At least, re-alive ones. From the inquisitive look on his face, I think maybe he likes them a little better. Or maybe, like me, he’s just trying to make the best of a crap situation.


  I stand there, half in, half out of the door, just watching her scream at him. Dad’s face is placid, as if he can’t even see her, let alone hear her. Then I let the door shut behind me, and Val starts, as if she thought this was just a private performance.


  I smirk. It’s kind of nice to see the ice queen flinch. Moment of shock over, she returns to form, coiled evil at five feet nothing. Val’s eyes are Zerker yellow and piercing and, even though I know the bars are three inches thick and solid steel, I shiver and wince and can’t even front that I’m not freaked to the bone just being in the same room with her.


  She stops screaming, pacing, fanning her fingers out from her cold, dead hand and rubbing them along the bars casually, as if it’s the coolest place to be. I avoid her glare, hating myself for looking away but unable to stare back at so much hate.


  In the next cage, Stamp leans against the bars as far away from Val as possible. His eyes, yellow too with a tinge of black, are half closed in boredom, as if he’s heard it all before, ad nauseum, and doesn’t really care if it ever stops. He offers me a weak smile and waves one finger, as if he doesn’t want to draw any more attention to himself than that.


  I smile, wriggle a finger back, and turn away. “Dad?”


  He looks at me, eyes pleading. “Maddy, what are you doing here?”


  He asks me the same thing every night. I cluck my tongue and say each time: “Just checking up on you. Aren’t you about ready to clock out for the night?”


  He shrugs. “Just making a few more observations.”


  Right, with no clipboard, no pen, no sleek digital voice recorder, or so much as an Etch A Sketch to record his thoughts. I shuffle toward him. “What exactly are you observing?”


  “This one here.” He juts his chin in Val’s direction.


  I shake my head wearily. As always, I’m eager to leave five seconds after I walk in. The tension in the air is palpable. I’ve been in the room less than two minutes, and already my neck is sore from watching my back.


  I hate being in the presence of Val, hate talking in front of her, hate that Dad has to spend so much time with her and, what’s worse, doesn’t seem to mind it all that much.


  Doesn’t he remember what happened back in Barracuda Bay? The harm she caused? What she wanted to do to him? What she wanted to do to me? What she did to Stamp? Then again, maybe that’s why he’s so obsessed with her. As he always used to say, those who forget the past are doomed to repeat it.


  I wave a hand in front of his face. “She’ll still be there in the morning.”


  He looks at me then, gaze far away, face paler than usual, chin covered with two days of salt-and-pepper stubble. “Let’s hope so.”


  Finally, I smile. He has to be kidding. I rap a gray knuckle against the solid bars of her cage, yanking back quickly as she saunters forward to investigate. “She may be immortal, but she’s no superhero.”


  Dad nods, unconvinced. “Did you hear that rage just now?”


  “Everyone in Sentinel City heard it.”


  He’s nodding fast. “That’s what I mean. You can’t contain fury like that. It will get out.”


  “Yeah, with a blowtorch, a forklift, and the cast of The Expendables, maybe.”


  He looks at me, like maybe he’s disappointed I’m not taking him more seriously. “Why do you think they keep her here? With me, I mean? Why not just incinerate her in her own device?”


  He cocks his head toward the tanning booth from Cabana Charly’s in the corner, a dangerous relic where the tubes full of undiluted avotoxia are still hooked up and juiced, just in case the Sentinels decide to do just that.


  I shrug. “Sentimental, I guess?”


  Dad snorts, a sound from our old life. I think of how many times we stood in our kitchen back home, talking just like this, minus the cages and Zerkers and rage in the air here. “They want to know how these Zerkers tick. And so do I.”


  I should care more, I guess, but I know how they tick. The same way cockroaches and spiders and sharks and other killers tick: on cold instinct.


  See happy? Squash it.


  See good? Kill it.


  See Maddy and anyone she loves? End them.


  I sigh. “So you’re not going to bed, then?”


  He smiles, wrinkles creasing around his tired eyes. “Not just yet, dear.”


  “Come on. You’ve been at it ever since we got back from Barracuda Bay. It’s the same thing every night. She screams, you stare at her, the rest of us get freaked out. How about you skip the ‘you stare at her’ part and fast-forward to tomorrow?”


  Dad nods, clearly with no intention of budging. “I’m interested in what she’ll have to say when she stops screaming.”


  I look back at Val, into these deep dark eyes, so yellow and angry and, after all we’ve been through, far too familiar. I resist the urge to shiver and instead lean to kiss Dad on the cheek. His skin is so warm I just want to stay there by his side all night, as if I were rubbing my hands over a campfire. But I can feel the stiffness in his posture, the impatience in his breath. He just wants to watch and watch and watch.


  Not for the first time, I regret letting Val live.


  I shuffle toward Stamp, steering clear of Val’s cage. “Stamp?”


  He looks toward me as if he figured I’d just walk on by without even saying good night. “Hi,” he says, and I wonder if he’s forgotten my name again. His face is blank, with hints of something at the corners of his lips. Happiness? Confusion? Sadness? Gladness? “Maddy,” he adds, but I catch him looking at Dad, who’s leaning against the counter, pretending I haven’t caught him in the act of prompting Stamp.


  I turn back, smiling. “You okay in there?”


  Stamp shrugs. “I’d be better if this girl would stop screaming all the time.”


  “She will.”


  Val chuckles, then clears her throat.


  I know what’s coming.


  Stamp knows what’s coming. He inches closer, curling a finger for me to draw near.


  I do, even though I know I can’t give him the answer he so desperately wants.


  “Can you . . . can you get me out of here?”


  “Soon, Stamp,” I say, fake smile fixed on. “Soon . . .”


  He smiles, as if he really believes me. As he believed me last night and the night before that.


  I smile too because the only good thing about the new Stamp—besides the fact that, you know, he’s still here—is that he’s too slow to realize when I’m lying.
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  When do I get the pen?” I grunt, shoving another ice pick into another waxy rubber ear. I follow it up with a lightning-quick slash across the CPR dummy’s throat with a six-inch blade.


  After a pause and the snap of the last centimeter of grody yellow artificial neck skin, the dummy’s head slips onto the floor, joining at least half a dozen more.


  Vera shakes her head humorlessly. “I’ve told you a thousand times: you have to earn the pen!”


  I pause, looking at the smattering of heads along the smooth gym floor, some of them literally still rolling. “You’re telling me that’s not worth a lousy electric pen?”


  Vera shakes her head, stiff and serene in her crisp, blue Keeper fatigues and clearly unimpressed with my mad Zerker-killing skills. Her arm, the arm I broke not long after we met, is better now. Not perfect—you can still see it resting at an odd angle if she’s standing just the right way—but better.


  “Pens are for Keepers,” she tells me for about the two thousand eight hundred seventy-fourth time. “Trainees get the Eliminator. Isn’t that enough?”


  Eliminator! I love that. She’s speaking, of course, about the weapon in my hand. The rubber grip fits perfectly in my palm and, with a quick press of the black button on each end, the scalpel blade and ice pick retract.


  It is a nifty weapon, no doubt, and appropriately named. If you’re trying to eliminate human-munching Zerkers with their thick hides and general fondness for their heads, yeah, there’s no better tool. A quick ice pick to the ear and, snap—out go the lights as the point jams through the brain, shutting one down forever. A razor-sharp blade to dislodge the head, just to be sure, and boom: no more Zerker.


  But there’s one weapon to rule them all: the supersonic, bad-to-the-bone, James Bondesque electrified ballpoint pen Vera keeps on her at all times.


  I put the Eliminator in a pocket of my gray fatigues. (You don’t get to wear blue until you’re an actual Keeper, and gray is about the only color left around this dump.) I slump onto the bench along the wall. “Well, not to sound like an ungrateful brat, but how long does this training last?”


  I’m not physically tired. That rarely happens unless I go without brains for too long, which is practically an impossibility here in Sentinel City. I’m just tired of waiting.


  Always, always waiting. Back in Barracuda Bay, I waited for the Zerkers to strike. Back in Orlando, I waited for the Sentinels to find us. And now, since they brought us here, to this training center for Keepers and Sentinels, I’ve been waiting to become one or the other, to get out of here and put my Zerker-killing skills to the test. And since the Sentinels are pretty much a sausagefest, as in no girls allowed, it’s either become a Keeper or Sentinel Support or bust.


  Vera leans against the gym wall, fingering an unnecessary cotton towel absently. “How long do you think your training should take?”


  I groan some more, tapping the back of my head several times against the blue cinder block wall behind me. “Not again with the Jedi mind tricks.”


  She makes that Vera face: head cocked, forehead unlined, eyes nearly closed, lips slightly parted, meaning, Explain yourself, girl.


  So I do. “I mean, don’t tease me with your half answers. Isn’t there some chart somewhere that says if so-and-so trains for such and such a time, they become a Keeper?”


  She offers a low, quiet chuckle. “If there were, don’t you think I’d have told you about it by now?”


  I snort.


  She’s answered another question with a question. I don’t know if she’s doing it unconsciously or if she’s just some mad genius, majoring in reverse psychology.


  “Okay, maybe there is no chart but, man, haven’t I been doing this long enough?”


  “How long do you think you’ve been doing it?”


  “Months now. Years, even.”


  At last, a smile. Few things are as bright in Sentinel City as Vera’s smile. “Six months, to be exact.”


  God, has it been that long since we captured Val and brought her back here?


  She wags a lecturing finger. “But you’ve been a Trainee for only three, don’t forget.”


  “How could I?” I look at my gray fatigues, where a big black T is stitched on every possible pocket flap, collar, and sleeve.


  Vera points to a supply closet full of dummies. “One more round?”


  I shake my head and raise my palms in surrender.


  “You know, the more you train, the closer you get to your goal.”


  “I don’t know if it is my goal anymore,” I say, holding a hand out for her help.


  She frowns but takes it anyway. She is small but powerful with all her hidden reserves of fiery anger. Her once-black skin is now ashy like mine.


  “What else would you do?” she asks on our way across the gym floor, picking up heads and dumping them in a mesh bag like Coach Potter used to do with the dodge balls after PE back at Barracuda Bay High.


  “I don’t know,” I say, holding up a rubber face for emphasis. “Melt the heads back onto the dummies?”


  “Be serious,” she scolds, like a French tutor who’s not paid enough per hour. “That’s not a goal. That’s a chore.”


  “Somebody has to do it.” I put the mesh bag into the supply closet, where by magic someone from Sentinel Support will pick them up, melt them back onto the dummies, and line them all up for tomorrow’s practice. “Why is that less useful than anything a Sentinel does? Or a Keeper, for that matter?”


  She looks vaguely offended. “It’s a great honor to be a Keeper. Do you think what I do is unimportant?”


  We pause by the locker room door, where we’ll part for the day.


  “I have no idea what you do, other than ride me all day.”


  She tut-tuts. “Just as someone rode me all day once upon a time many years ago.”


  I pounce at the chance to find out how old she is. Keepers, I’ve found, even regular zombies, are protective of their ages. “Yes, but how many years ago?”


  “Finish your training,” she says, rolling her black eyes, “and you might find out.”


  I groan. “Okay, well, can you tell me if I’m at least close to being done?”


  She winks, a rarity. “Look at it this way: you’re one day closer than you were yesterday.”


  She turns, her generic black sneakers squeaking.


  “Thanks for nothing,” I call.


  She takes a few stiff steps across the giant gymnasium, dotted now with a dozen headless torsos.


  She takes a gray hand out of a pocket and waves backward. “You’ll thank me one day,” she says without turning around, her voice echoing.


  I frown and shoulder the locker room door open. I don’t need a shower, exactly. I don’t sweat and, by now, lopping the rubber heads off stationary dummies isn’t exactly taxing. Still, some things you do just to feel human again, if only for a little while and even if they don’t make sense.


  I open my locker and slip out of my gray fatigues, carefully folding them on the bench behind me. Inside the locker is a pink towel, some cherry bodywash, and a washcloth with strawberries all over it. I don’t know who shops for this stuff, but the girls’ supply shed looks like it was stocked by a gaggle of ten-year-old Girl Scouts whose troop leader was either Strawberry Shortcake or a My Little Pony. Not that I’m complaining, mind you. Even zombies need girly stuff every now and then. But they could stand to take the edible-red-fruit theme down a notch or two.


  There are eight metal towers in the shower pit, with rounded tops and four spigots surrounding each. I press the cold water button because there is no hot water in Sentinel City.


  Even the cold water feels warm on my skin. The cherry bodywash smells supersweet and comes out red, the foam it creates turning pink as I lather it all over my gray skin. I spritz some on my hand and rub it against my close-cropped scalp.


  They had my longish black hair cut when I first entered Keeper training three months back. No explanation, no questions, just sit in this chair and watch your hair get snipped off, like something out of a boot camp training film.


  They tell me as long as I eat fresh brains on the regular, it will grow back eventually, but it still looks just about the same. It feels good, though, stiff and scratchy under my hand as I wash my skin and rinse it all off. The pink foam swirls around the drain, and I linger under the spray.


  This is pretty much it for the day, as far as excitement goes. Stamp is still a little delayed, as Dad so delicately puts it. Dane is distracted, as I like to put it. So that leaves me, myself, and I for the duration.


  I close my eyes and shake my head, marveling at how I got to this point, here under this showerhead in a zombie locker room full of gray fatigues, looking at a drain full of pink foam and an afterlifetime of hours stretching before me.


  


  


  


  Chapter 2


  Z Lunch


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  Dane’s laughter barks through the canteen door, and I flinch. Not because it sounds harsh, which it does, but because I know who’s making him laugh in the first place. And here’s a hint: it isn’t me.


  They’re sitting together at a table reserved for Sentinels, and six or seven of them are there as well, black berets on the table, shoulders stiff, but the happy couple huddle away from the others, at the end of the table, hanging on each other’s every word. They don’t even notice me.


  I try not to look too obvious as I quick get in line, which is pretty easy to do because there isn’t any line to speak of. Not at this time of day. Well, not at any time of day, come to think of it.


  It’s like a regular cafeteria line, like you’d have in school, although there are no big-armed lunch ladies in hairnets behind the glass, dishing out carrots and peas and mashed potatoes with yellow gravy.


  There’s nobody back there, period, not that I’ve ever seen. You’d think the brain mousse, brain bars (think protein bar but with no chocolate chips), brain smoothies, potted brain, and brain nuggets just appeared out of nowhere, lined up in their little Styrofoam containers all by themselves. But it’s like the CPR dummy heads and the cherry soap in my locker and the strawberry-covered hand towels: somebody from Sentinel Support must put them out when we’re busy not looking.


  I stare at the choices, trying hard to concentrate.


  Maybe a dozen people are in here, but the only voice I notice is Dane’s. “No way,” he’s saying, voice supposedly hushed but loud enough for me to hear all the way across the room. “You don’t say?”


  I cluck my tongue. You don’t say? That’s something a forty-year-old biologist says to his blind date, the thirty-eight-year-old librarian, before he pushes up his foggy bifocals and rubs his sweaty palms against his seersucker pants for the fifth time. You don’t say?


  I shake my head, as if the movement will drown out his husky voice and stupid, stupid, stupid come-on lines and throaty laughter.


  The kind I hear only when she’s around anymore.


  I choose a brain bar, a bowl of nuggets, and a smoothie, stuff that’ll be easy to down alone at my Trainee table before I bolt away, with Dane not seeing me at all. Hopefully.


  Probably.


  It doesn’t cost anything—yay, free brains!—but I swipe my ID badge at the register at the end of the line. The Keepers like to keep tabs on what I eat—what and when and how much and how often. I put my card in my gray shirt pocket and look for the nearest empty table, sliding onto a plastic molded bench with my back to the Sentinels and my spork at the ready.


  I eat quickly and not just to be gone before Dane looks away from his admirer. I’m flat-out hungry. I don’t know if it’s the constant Keeper training, having nothing much else to do all day, getting older, or what, but the brain hunger is as strong as ever.


  The brain bars, nuggets, and smoothie are as much air as they are animal, but I still feel my eyelids flutter and taste buds sizzle with every mouthful. The energy travels throughout my body, filling every cell, as if I’ve just run a marathon and somebody handed me an ice-cold Gatorade in a Dumpster-sized cup.


  I got over eating brains long ago. The disgusting factor, I mean. It’s what zombies do, period. There’s no way around it. No brains, no energy, no cell revitalization, no nothing. That, and Vera told me months back that we’re mostly eating animal brains anyway.


  I guess I’ve gotten too involved in loving the brain juices draining into all my body parts. As I’m nibbling the last corner of the brain bar, the chairs on either side of me squeak out and slide back in, filled.


  With Dane.


  And Courtney.


  He has the barest trace of a limp, his therapy with Dad letting him lose his cane two months ago. I kind of miss his hobble. He’s so confident and strong now. Somehow the cane made him vulnerable, I guess. Humble.


  Now? Not so much.


  “H-h-hey, guys,” I say, eyelids fluttery. I cover my mouth as I chew the last grainy morsel and swallow it too fast. “What’s up?”


  Dane avoids my eyes and looks at my empty tray. “Let me guess: Keeper training making you extra hungry?”


  I grit my teeth. Even though I’ll never gain another ounce in my afterlife, or so I’ve been told by everyone I’ve asked (and I’ve asked everyone), I don’t want to hear about how much I’ve eaten, especially in front of Courtney.


  “Oh, well, you know . . .” My voice is a little high and light. If he were here, Dad would call it my stranger voice, meaning I was putting on airs. I suppose he’d be right.


  Courtney is in Sentinel Support, which is kind of like the time Hazel talked me into being a manager for the volleyball team and I spent two weeks folding towels and lining up water bottles on the sidelines before I made up some excuse about my grades dropping in Honors English and Coach let me off the hook.


  So basically Courtney provides support for the Sentinels, ordering new black boots when theirs get old, making sure their Tasers are charged before a mission, hemming their stiff black cargo pants if they’re too long—that kind of thing.


  There are a lot of Sentinel Support members around Sentinel City. Dane was one, for a time, in the beginning of his training. But now that he’s earned his stripes, so to speak, he doesn’t have to shine his own shoes or patch up his beret.


  Now Courtney is there to do that for him.


  “Don’t tease her, Dane,” she says now, nudging his shoulder. “I hear Keeper training is really hard.”


  She looks at me for a you-go-girl nod, but I resist the urge to give her one. Maybe if she weren’t sitting so close to Dane. But probably not. Instead I rub the dark stubble on my cold head.


  She’s wearing the Sentinel Support uniform of black pants and a gray top (because everyone must wear a uniform at all times, apparently, even when they’re not officially anything), and even though her blonde hair is limp, she’s still a new zombie and it’s hard not to envy her full face and even fuller figure.


  Not that she looks like a Normal. She doesn’t. Not really. Her skin is as grayish-white as mine, her eyes as dark, her movements as slow, but her cheeks aren’t quite as hollow, her features not as severe. She hasn’t lost all her human fat, as Dad might put it, and around here that makes her a cheerleader in a cafeteria full of mathletes.


  She arrived at Sentinel City only a few weeks ago and started sniffing around Dane shortly thereafter. I’d spot her pacing in front of his dorm room, holding a pair of his shiny boots or tossing his fresh-pressed beret like a Frisbee or teasing a lock of hair or licking her thin lips.


  I was good with that for a while. (Okay, not really ever.) Every Sentinel needs support, and who would turn down an eager beaver boot licker if she started stalking you all of a sudden with her thrusting bazooms and locks of hair and fresh-pressed socks? But then it turned into something else.


  For example, Dane and I used to sneak brain bars out of the cafeteria and to the roof, watch the stars, and talk and . . . junk.


  After Courtney showed up, every few nights he’d be a no-show. No biggie. It’s not like we’re married or anything. But I’d ding him the next day about it, and he’d look way too guilty.


  Then one day Courtney let it slip that they’d been hanging around in the media room, and something kind of clicked inside me. What was cold grew colder, and what was warm fizzled out. Ever since then, Dane and I have been drifting steadily apart.


  And now he brings her to my table? And they sit on the same side together? Like two lovesick rednecks in their jacked-up pickup truck, blissfully canoodling under the gun rack?


  Don’t be that dude, Dane. Please. Don’t bring your new gal to sit across from your old gal. Be better than that. I know you can.


  He reaches over and feels the burr that was once my hair. “I still can’t get used to your new do.” His voice is so light and infectious—so Dane—that I almost forget the vaguely voluptuous new chick sitting next to him.


  “What did it look like before?” Courtney asks, as if she cares. And she asks him, not me, which is like three thousand shades of wrong and completely stabworthy.


  And then this thing happens: he cocks his head and snorts and says, “Come to think of it, I can hardly remember.”


  And that clicking thing, that ticking timer dial that’s been leaning toward Done for the last few weeks, finally switches all the way over. Ding. It’s so loud I’m surprised nobody else hears it.


  I stand abruptly and reach for my tray.


  “Hey,” Dane says, “where are you going?”


  I don’t answer. I don’t even look at him. Much. I just swivel on my sneakers, the ones I have to clean myself, thank you very much, and head toward the tray return area.


  I half expect him to follow me, to run me down, chew me out—anything—which would be better than what he does, which is nothing. I hear them murmuring behind me, soft hisses and whispers and not a single boot squeaking on the floor to catch up with me. Not even hers, which might have been a classy touch.


  I swing through the red double doors, nearly taking out a squad of Sentinels on their way out. They grumble but note my spiffy Trainee fatigues and let me by without tearing my head off my neck.


  I stumble around for a while, muttering to myself, fists clenched at my sides, until I realize I have no idea where I’m going and no real desire to get there.


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 3


  “And Many Morgue . . .”


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  Dad’s dorm is twice the size of mine and thirty times more civilized. I guess I feel like everywhere I stop is a temporary roof until I figure out what to do with my afterlife, so why bother decorating it? So I don’t. But Dad is Dad. He keeps asking the Sentinels for more accessories. You know, like dishes and cups and knives and forks and throw rugs and lamps and clown pictures for the wall (don’t ask). Partly it’s to make it feel like home, I guess, but mainly he doesn’t like the Sentinels much and likes to bug them with as many requests per week as he can.


  Unfortunately, the Sentinels don’t like Dad much either. Either that or they simply won’t—or can’t—travel farther than the nearest souvenir stand to grab the items on his list, so his place looks like a cheesy roadside hotel room circa 1974.


  I stand in the doorway, a little calmer now after six circuits of the track behind the gym.


  Usually Dad keeps office hours, in the sense that he’s in his lab from 8:00 a.m. till 6:00 p.m. and then comes back to his dorm suite, where we share a meal (he eats, I watch); then he slips back into his lab coat and drifts away for more late-night studies on Val, the Zerker everyone loves to hate.


  I can’t blame him, really. What’s he gonna do? Watch six hours of The Lawrence Welk Show and stumble into the halls looking for a Sentinel to do the polka with?


  The lights are off, and I wonder if maybe he’s taking a catnap. But, no, I see candles flickering in his kitchenette. Has the power gone out? Has he blown a fuse? I smirk. Maybe the Sentinels finally had enough of his penny-ante requests and pulled the plug, just to show him who’s really boss.


  I don’t see him, so I creep in, using my yellow zombie vision. “Dad?”


  I hear him chuckle and clear his throat. Then his thin voice sings out, “Happy rebirthday to you. Happy rebirthday to you. Happy rebirthday, dear Maddy. Happy rebirthday to you.”


  I shake my head, wondering what’s gotten into him.


  He comes around the corner, carrying a Styrofoam plate bearing a Twinkie with a candle sticking up from the middle. He’s got on a pink-and-green birthday hat, another dollar store wonder that probably took three weeks of constant requests of the Sentinels to secure.


  “And many morgue . . .” There’s a twinkle and something wet in his eye.


  There’s a small lump in my throat too.


  He used to sing that back home, where he was chief coroner for the Cobia County morgue. Every birthday for as long as I can remember, whether the two of us were celebrating alone in the breakfast nook or with a couple of friends and a cake I’d made from scratch, he’d add his little joke: “And many morgue . . .”


  Sometimes if he wasn’t actually carrying the cake, he’d do jazz hands like some bad dinner theater actor and double the embarrassment factor, just for grins and giggles.


  But tonight I’m not embarrassed. I’m just plain sad. Or happy. Or sad. Or . . . I dunno. Happysad. Hasappy? Sadappy? Sappy? Is that what that word really means—a cross between sad and happy?


  I figure bittersweet is close but not quite right either. It doesn’t sound happy or sad enough. Whatever. Dad seems happy, and that’s all that really matters anymore. He holds the bowl out for me. I blow on the candle, or try anyway, but either he’s being nice or we’ve just plain forgotten that I’m fresh out of breath. He blushes a little, brings it back in front of his face and blows it out quickly. A stream of smoke floats to the ceiling.


  He puts the bowl on the kitchen counter, and something comes over me. I give him a giant bear hug and, glad zombies don’t cry, whisper in his ear, “But it’s not my birthday. Don’t tell me you’re going senile on me.” I let him go.


  When he catches his breath, he smiles and straightens his party hat. “It’s not your birthday. It’s your rebirthday. I took out the calendar the other day, backtracked, and, with a little help from your friends, pinpointed the day you became a . . . well, a . . . you know—and it’s today! So happy rebirthday!”


  There’s a little table off the kitchen, the fold-up kind you bring out when a couple of extra people are coming over for Thanksgiving or maybe to play cards on a Saturday night. It’s covered in a green polyester tablecloth. The folding chairs are not very comfortable, but Dad seems happy as he sits across from me, dragging the Twinkie in a bowl with him like a security blanket.


  “I can’t believe you did that,” I tell him, fiddling with the orange salt and pepper shakers. (No, seriously, they’re shaped like real oranges and say Florida on the bottom.)


  He shrugs. “It’s not like I have anything better to do, dear. Besides, I figured you could use a little cheering up.”


  I give a faraway chuckle.


  “Okay, I mean a lot of cheering up?”


  I look around the empty apartment. “Well, I know it’s my first, but I have to say, this is the saddest rebirthday party I’ve ever been to.”


  He nods and sits back a little. “It’s my first too, you know. But maybe they’re supposed to be sad. Like New Year’s Eve.”


  “What? You love New Year’s Eve.” I picture him back home. He’d get us plastic hats and streamers and noisemakers with the date on them, and we’d eat fancy appetizers like brie, pâté, papery crackers he said were imported but just tasted stale, and an assortment of butter cookies dipped halfway in chocolate.


  We’d sit around and listen to big band Christmas music because Dad said that was the same as New Year’s music. Just before midnight, he’d turn on the TV and we’d watch the Times Square Ball Drop. At midnight, we’d whoop and holler, hug, twirl our noisemakers with their funny clatter-clatter-clicks, and then stand there awkwardly for a few more minutes before going to bed.


  Lame, yes, but aren’t some of the best traditions?


  He shrugs. “I always loved the idea of New Year’s, but the reality is, especially when you get old like me, it’s a reminder you’ve got one less year on the planet.”


  I rest my chin on my knuckles. “So you’d consider New Year’s a sadappy holiday?”


  “A what?”


  “Go with me here. I’m trying a new word: sad plus happy equals sadappy.”


  He frowns. “I think sappy is the word you’re looking for. But, yes, I always got a little sadappy around New Year’s.”


  I nod and open my mouth really wide, making big monster hands. “You know, I can make it so you live forever. That way New Year’s will never be sadappy again.”


  He waves, almost but not quite giggling. “No, thanks!”


  He hoists a plastic fork—the Sentinels still haven’t gotten him any real silverware—and asks, “So you can’t actually eat this, can you?”


  I chuckle and slide the bowl closer to him. “It’s all yours.”


  He smiles, digging in with gusto. “Well, it was more ceremonial than anything else.”


  I nod and watch him go to town. He eats the snack cake in four bites and then sits back, patting his tight little belly. He has on brown dress slacks and a blue work shirt, which is all he has in his closet: five pairs of brown slacks, five blue shirts, and two ties, both the most god-awful yellow gold you’ve seen this side of 1978. As I said, the Sentinels like him about as much as he likes them. And yet he wears the clothes proudly because every care package or hideous tie they bring him is one small victory, I guess.


  He pushes the empty bowl back to me. There’s some creamy filling left on the bottom. He nods toward it, sounding vaguely fatherly. “You need to have a little of that for good luck.”


  He was always big on that luck stuff. Even on New Year’s Eve, we’d toast with real champagne, which he’d kill me for any other time of the year. It was just a thimbleful for me and the rest of the bottle for him for good luck. And birthday cake: I always had to have a huge slice, even if I was on a diet, for good luck. And fireworks and lucky pennies (but only if they were heads-up). Suddenly it dawns on me: the dude is completely superstitious.


  I nod and dutifully dip my fingertip into the fluffy white cream, then stick it in my mouth for instant sweetness.


  Brains aren’t sweet. Nothing the Sentinels do to prepare brains is ever sweet, and aside from the occasional soda or sports drink, I haven’t tasted anything sweet since I’ve been here.


  It hits my system like a bite of brains—my eyelids fluttering, my tongue sizzling, my synapses firing—and then it’s gone. I’d love more, but Vera has warned me, ad nauseum, about eating too much Normal food, as in any. I sit back and sigh, almost as contented as Dad after he ate the whole thing.


  He has a cup of coffee going, brown smudges around the lip of his mug. It has a picture of a sunrise on it and, underneath, the words Wish you were here. It’s another Sentinel find from the souvenir shop, but I think he’s grown quite fond of it.


  “So,” he says, putting it down and smacking his lips. “What’s got you downer than usual, my dear?”


  I shrug, not even denying I’ve been a full-fledged brat for the last seven days straight.


  When I don’t answer right away, he smirks. “Well, it can’t be Stamp, for obvious reasons, and Vera says you’ve been getting on brilliantly with your Keeper training, so . . . must be Dane.”


  I look up too quickly.


  He smiles, knowing he’s hit the bull’s-eye. “What is it this time?” he manages to ask without rolling his eyes, his feelings on the matter of Dane quite on the record by now.


  “This time?”


  He wags a finger. “Don’t look at me like that. Last time he was hanging around with that new blonde zombie; the time before that he was still hanging around with . . . That’s it, isn’t it? They’re still hanging around together?”


  I nod, then shake my head, then nod some more. Ugh, this is too much to talk about with Dad, particularly my dad. I don’t miss my ex-BFF Hazel often, but at times like this I do. Heck, right about now I’d settle for Chloe and one of her get-off-your-butt-and-do-something-about-it pep talks.


  “I just . . .” I begin, avoiding his eyes. “We used to talk all the time. He’s all I have here, besides you and Stamp. And you’re always busy with Stamp, and Stamp’s not exactly the best conversationalist anymore . . .”


  He arches an eyebrow. “He still loves you, Maddy.”


  “Has he said that?”


  “He doesn’t have to. I see that look in his eyes whenever you walk into the lab at night.”


  I frown. “The janitor gets the same look when he walks into the lab.”


  “But he keeps it longer when you’re around. That’s an important distinction to make.”


  “Exactly. My point is . . .” I don’t really have one. I’m just mad. And sad. And mad. And whenever I’m around Dad, he makes me think of home, and that makes me think of being Normal, and that makes me remember I’m not anymore. “My point is, I guess I thought we’d be together forever.”


  Dad shifts in his seat before clearing his throat. “You know, Dane has been a zombie a lot longer than you have. I think . . . Well, maybe he knows a little more about the word forever than you do at this point.”


  I look past him to the poster of a surfer on the wall just over his head. It’s so ridiculous, yet he put it there the minute the Sentinels gave it to him. I guess he figured something is better than nothing or maybe he just wanted to spite the Sentinels or maybe he’s a closet surf dawg. Who knows?


  I refocus on him. “Forever or not forever, I thought we had something special.”


  He nods. “I could see that. Of course you did. You don’t go through something like what you kids went through and not have something special. Have you talked to him about your feelings?”


  “I haven’t had a chance. Courtney’s never away from his side.”


  Dad narrows his eyes. “He’s a Sentinel now. He can certainly choose where and when he roams about.”


  “That’s my point. I’d like to say it was all Courtney’s fault, but it’s Dane I blame the most.”


  He furrows his brows, making the birthday hat on his head shift a little starboard. “Who’s Courtney?”


  “The blonde zombie.”


  He nods, and it lists. “Oh.”


  I look in the kitchen and see some extra plates and napkins he never brought out.


  His lips purse.


  “Did you tell Dane about my rebirthday party?”


  “Maddy, listen—”


  “Did you?”


  “He’s very busy. He’s not in training anymore, you know.”


  I grit my teeth and shove the words out. “Did you invite him?”


  “Yes, I did. He said they’d be by if they could make it.”


  My dead stomach tightens like a corkscrew. “They?”


  Dad looks down into his coffee cup, which I notice is empty. “He and his Sentinel Supporter.”


  I groan. Out loud. Then I do it again, even louder.


  He smiles, reaching for my hand. “I just wanted you to have a nice rebirthday party.”


  I soften a little; it’s not Dad’s fault Dane’s being a total tool to the nth degree. “I am.”


  He snorts, standing to pour more coffee. He looks at his watch and reaches for the cream on the counter.


  I’m suddenly standing.


  “Leaving so soon?” he asks, already grabbing his lab coat.


  I smile. “I thought we could go see Stamp. Didn’t you say Zerkers have an easier time eating Normal food? Something about their metabolism?”


  He grabs another Twinkie and a spare birthday hat from the kitchen counter. “They pretty much burn through everything we give them,” Dad says excitedly, leading me into the hall.


  The bright fluorescent lights reflect off the foil in his own birthday hat, which I conveniently forget to tell him he’s still wearing.


  “So, yes, a Twinkie is certainly not going to clog his pipes, if you know what I mean.”


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 4


  Stamp Tramp


  



  



  


  


  I keep the Twinkie behind my back the whole time they’re moving Val to the observation bay in the back wing of Dad’s lab. It takes Dad two random Sentinels plus his lab partner, Hector—a giant Sentinel he recruited his first week in Sentinel City—to wrangle Val from her cage.


  There are chains and handcuffs and a big leather muzzle involved. Val watches me the entire time, not blinking, not smiling, not screaming like she was. Even with all the precautions, Dad steers clear.


  Suddenly her back is to me and she’s doing that awkward ankle-chain shuffle you see prisoners do when they’re walking out of the courthouse on Gavel TV. She’s in hospital scrubs, green and ill fitting, and her white-blonde hair is limp and soft and fine against her scalp. She looks small between the two towering Sentinels, particularly Hector, who is like Lurch on steroids. But I know firsthand that looks can be deceiving and behind those yellow Zerker eyes is a mind burning with ways to tear me—and everyone else in the room—limb from limb.


  But not tonight, biotch. Not on my rebirthday!


  When Val is in the other room, Dad turns around and nods at me, then shuts the door behind him and locks it tight.


  Suddenly it’s just me and Stamp in the outer lab. I tap in the six-digit code on his keypad, and the cage door hisses open.


  He looks at it doubtfully, as if he doesn’t believe I’m here or he thinks it’s all a trick.


  I sit back on a stool next to the table across from his cage, finally sliding the snack cake out from behind my back. I look at it, frowning. It’s all mashed up. I must have gotten a little tense there, watching Val led away, her eyes on me the entire time. I thought I was immune to it, or at least used to it, by now. All these months after she tried to kill Stamp and me, I guess I’m still a little stressed out over the whole thing.


  But Stamp doesn’t know any better. And, really, can you actually damage a Twinkie? I tear open the plastic wrap.


  At the first smell of sugar and pastry and God knows how many preservatives, Stamp inches from the cage, no longer suspicious, and reaches for it greedily. His hand stops just above the cake, and he looks to me for approval.


  I know Dad and Hector have been working on his manners, so I nod and say gently, “It’s okay, Stamp. It’s yours. It’s for you.”


  Say no more. He snatches it up, neon-yellow crumbs flying everywhere as he jams it into his maw, smacking and slurping like it’s his first taste of brains after I yanked him out of his grave and fed them to him from a picnic basket.


  The Twinkie’s gone in a heartbeat. Finding nothing left, he licks his fingers, then the plastic wrap. He picks a few crumbs off his scrubs, which are white now to signify he’s in recovery.


  I don’t know exactly how one recovers from being bitten by a Zerker, but if anyone can, it’s Stamp. I used to think he was just another jock chump, a pretty boy with good manners and a roving eye, but now I know that beneath his broad shoulders and hairless chest lies a heart that would stop at nothing to keep beating.


  Or not beating, as the case may be.


  I’ve been through some pretty harsh stuff in the last year but nothing compared to poor Stamp. He stands here, nothing left to lick, looking me up and down as if I’m his next Twinkie. I spot the spare birthday hat Dad left on the slate counter and hand it to him.


  He holds it gently, rolling it over in his hand. It’s pink and green, all shiny foil with glitter sprayed everywhere. Dad must have asked for birthday hats and the Sentinels came back with the most ghastly, girly, neon, 1970s things ever. That anyone could still be making these horrid hats kind of boggles my mind. I wouldn’t put it past the Sentinels to literally build a machine and go back in time just to spite Dad.


  But Stamp appears to like it, probably because it’s big and shiny and pretty and shiny. “What . . . What do I do with it?”


  Lately with him, everything is a question. Don’t get me wrong; it’s a lot better than when we first got here six months ago, when it was all grunts and groans and later half words and almost words and just plain wrong words. But after months of working with Dad one-on-one—speech and cognition therapy and relearning—he’s got to be about as good as he’ll ever be.


  “Put it on your head. Like this.” I demonstrate with an invisible hat. He watches carefully, as if it’s the most important thing in the world. It kind of breaks my heart how important things are for him now, daily little chores and habits I take for granted.


  “Okay.” He puts it over his bristly black hair. It complements his pale face, gaunt cheeks, and half-yellow, half-black eyes.


  He’s still good-looking. I mean, would he scare a room full of Normals if he walked in right now? Sure, no doubt. But if you sit with it awhile, if you let his features marinate, he’s still handsome in a kind of gothic way. What’s more, he’s here, still kicking, after getting the worst of it from day one.


  Why is he still here? The Sentinels don’t trust Stamp—that’s for sure—but they need him. He’s one of the few zombies ever to survive a Zerker bite. Part of the reason they keep Dad around, I suspect, is the work he’s done getting Stamp back on his feet, figuratively and literally.


  Still, I knew the boy Stamp, and he was funny and bright, his alabaster skin flawless, his lips plump, his hair thick and shiny with a Superman curl dangling in front of his unlined forehead. Now he looks rough and weathered, as if he’s aged a decade in the last year.


  He will never be a pretty boy again, but there is something ghastly cool about him, particularly in his innocent eyes and gentle gestures. I know the Zerker blood lurks inside him, dormant and unkind. Dad’s warned me a hundred times about how strong Stamp is now, how quick he is to anger, how violent he is when upset, but I haven’t seen it. Not yet. And though Dad is the only Normal I still trust, part of me just doesn’t believe it.


  Not Stamp. Not my Stamp.


  “How’s it feel?” I ask, chuckling.


  He keeps moving the birthday hat around to center it, even though there’s a little elastic string he could fix under his chin to keep it in place. But I know it would take an atlas, three laptops, a topographical map, and a compass to explain it to him, and I don’t have that kind of patience tonight.


  “It feels shiny,” he says without a trace of a smile.


  I want to laugh, but I don’t because his feelings get hurt easily now that he’s more aware he’s not like all the other zombies in Sentinel City.


  “It is shiny.”


  Well, it is.


  He smiles. He sits on a bench between his cage and Val’s, his long legs splayed out in front of him like a kid’s.


  “How do you feel tonight?”


  “Better.” He looks toward the back of the lab at the closed door: beyond the big glass window, Dad’s shining a light in Val’s eyes; the muzzle’s still wrapped around her jaw. “Better now,” he says.


  I nod, knowing what’s next.


  “When are you taking me out of here?” He sounds almost but not quite whiny, like a kid the first time he asks if he can open his new toy on the way home from the store, knowing his parents will say no a dozen more times before they finally pull up in the driveway and give in.


  “Soon, Stamp. Soon.” My face is stony, as always. I avoid his yellowish eyes, as always. I kind of regret coming here. Then I look at the hat drooping off his head and smile.


  “You said that yesterday.”


  I shake my head. “I didn’t see you yesterday.”


  “You said that two yesterdays ago.”


  Another head shake. Here we go. “Okay, but I’m not in charge. Remember? Maddy doesn’t run Sentinel City. Other people do, and I guess they kind of like it with you in here for now.”


  Is that insulting?


  It’s kind of insulting, I know, but Stamp is weird. Things that would insult pretty much anyone else on the planet—you know, like “They want to keep you locked up because you’re crazy strong and can’t really control yourself anymore”—don’t even faze him. But then things you don’t think will insult him do. Like when I said, “You look better,” and he growled, “Better than what?”


  This time Stamp just grins. “But you’re nice. You could help me if you wanted to.” He waits a beat before twisting the knife of guilt just a little more. “If you really wanted to.”


  “I do want to, Stamp. But it’s not up to me.”


  He sighs, looking around the room. I know he’d cry right now if he could. His chin even starts to quiver a little and suddenly I feel like a mom dropping her kid off on the first day of kindergarten. “When will you come again?”


  I smile. That’s so like him, to ruin a good moment by asking when there will be another good moment. “But . . . I’m still here, right?”


  His chuckle is like a dry cough. “I know, but it makes me happy to think of when you’ll be here again.”


  Actually, that’s kind of logical. Maybe Stamp’s not slow—just very, very philosophical.


  “I’ll be back soon, Stamp.” Before he can ask again, I quickly add, “Tomorrow. Or the next day. But let’s enjoy now.”


  He nods. “Good idea. Let’s enjoy now.” He looks around again, as if I’m hiding a pony or maybe a Christmas tree. “How do you want to enjoy it?”


  I snort. “Just sit here. Talk to me. We have a lot to catch up on.”


  “Here we go.” He sighs.


  “How much do you remember?”


  “Not much.”


  “How much?”


  “I remember you and me. That’s how much.”


  “Where?”


  He scratches his head, feeling the hat. He takes it off, smiling at it in his lap. He doesn’t try to put it back on, and I wonder if it’s because he’s forgotten how or because he’s punishing me for spoiling his fun. “Away from here.”


  I nod eagerly. “That’s right. Before we came here.”


  He smirks. “You were fun then. Not like now.”


  I can’t argue with him there. “Why was I fun then?”


  Stamp looks down, rolling the hat over and over in his bony fingers. “Because I wasn’t like this then.”


  Ouch. “Were you fun then?”


  “Funner than I am now.”


  I notice that my voice has become low, probably because it’s at its most nonthreatening then. “How come?”


  He looks toward the back of the long, sterile room, and I turn, following his gaze.


  Val is looking at us through the lab door window, eyes big and yellow over her leather muzzle. One sleeve is rolled up, and Dad’s taking a sample of her Zerker blood.


  I look away and find Stamp staring back at me.


  “Her,” he says softly, as if she might hear. “She took my fun away.”


  I grit my teeth, knowing I shouldn’t but saying it anyway: “Yes, Stamp. Yes, she did.” I meet her stare. “She took all our fun away.”


  The birthday hat is crushed between Stamp’s hands. I know from the look in his eyes, he doesn’t remember doing it. I stand.


  He shakes his head. “A little longer, please?”


  I sit back down and open my mouth to say all right.


  He shakes a finger at me. “No more questions, ’kay?”


  I nod. “No more questions. Not tonight.”


  “’Kay,” he says, smiling. “Let’s just enjoy No More Questions Night.”


  I smirk.


  We look at each other, knees almost touching, his expression soft and scared. I lean forward and touch his hand. He lets me; he doesn’t always.


  Maybe he knows tonight is special, after all.


  Chapter 5


  That’s What Friends Aren’t For


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  Sunlight spills through the high windows and across the gym floor. Vera says Sentinel City (not that she calls it that) used to be a community college. Though the walls are painted a generic light blue now, I can look at the sun dappling the crevices and easily picture taped-up signs saying things like Go, Team, Go! and a big American flag hanging from under the clock.


  Basketball hoops are at either end, but they’re in the raised position now. I’ve never seen them down, which is kind of weird. You’d think the Sentinels would have a team, maybe even a league. The Sentinels versus the Keepers, and the winners could get a bronze skull trophy. I’d pay to see that happen.


  I turn the Eliminator over in my hand, making myself smile at fake team names, like the Sentinel Sizzlers, the Gore Globetrotters, the Crypt Keepers, the Undead . . . Undead . . . shoot. I got nothing basketball related that starts with U. Wait: Undead Underhanded? No, they’d never go for that. I don’t even know if underhanded is a basketball term. Isn’t that softball?


  See, this is what happens when Vera’s not around to stand there in her powder-blue beret, leaning against the gym wall, glaring me into decapitating a bunch of dummies against my will: I spend five minutes naming living dead basketball teams that don’t even exist with words that may not even be basketball related.


  I stretch in my gray sweatpants and matching top. Even when not wearing the actual Trainee uniform, I still have to wear Trainee colors. The Sentinels are big on uniforms. It’s like a prep school where every class wears a different pattern of plaid skirt and matching tie clip or something. It doesn’t get confusing so much as just so routine and blah.


  I mean, just once I’d like to roam the halls and see some zombie shuffling around in skinny jeans and a faded Iron Maiden concert T-shirt under a flannel shirt, you know? Isn’t that what zombies are supposed to wear? Sometimes I think Sentinels take being civilized a tad too far.


  It was better when we first got here and I could roam in civilian clothes, but then Vera talked me into training to be a Keeper, and Dane went all Sentinel brainwash, and now . . .


  It’s just hard to believe how much has happened in one short year; that’s all.


  At first I thought Dad’s rebirthday party was pretty lame, but now, a few days later, it’s sinking in that I’ve been undead 365-plus days. Which, if you think about it, since we zombies never sleep, is more like 730 days. My days are twice as long as they ever were when I was Normal and I can do twice as much, although there’s not a crap ton to do around Sentinel City besides try to avoid Dane and his Support Sleaze.


  In other ways, though, it feels like a lot less time than that. I remember every moment of my last few days alive in vivid detail. What the cafeteria served for lunch the day I got struck by lightning (vegetarian chili and Mexican cornbread), where I bought the bra I wore to Stamp’s party (at that little Flirt store in the mall, but only because Hazel gave me a gift certificate for my birthday), what the first drops of rain smelled like as they started falling on my way out that last night of my life (rain).


  I’ve replayed that moment so many times in my head. It’s like a movie that gets worn down from constant rewinding, but it all feels so real. I can practically reach out and touch it. It’s like if I could just go back to Barracuda Bay and buy another bra from Flirt, I could get some great, cosmic do over and try again.


  Weirdly, I remember those last few moments of being alive much more than the actual exciting stuff I’ve done since being undead. Like, you know, saving Barracuda Bay from a Zerker Armageddon. And rescuing Stamp from Val, the witch. And generally trying to keep Normals safe from the brain eaters and cerebellum slurpers, who are way more common than I ever thought possible.


  And I remember the food! How much I loved food. Real food, junk food, fast food, hot food, Normal food. Dad being the typical workaholic single parent that he was, I did a lot of the cooking, which meant a lot of ordering in or picking up or driving through, and I got to know the value menus of most places in town on a first-name basis.


  Sure, okay, I tried to eat as healthy as possible, but being lazy and rushed for time and always, always hungry, I pretty much ate whatever was fast and hot or greasy or iced or just plain sounded good. Still, there were some major standouts over the years.


  What I wouldn’t give to have a ginger and pine nut smoothie at the Shake Shack or a batch of sweet potato curly fries at the Burger Barn or even a basket of fried mushrooms at Dad’s favorite rib shack, Sloppy Sam’s. Now all I get is preshaped brain bars and chunky brain smoothies and seared brain nuggets.


  I sigh and tighten my grip on the Eliminator. It looks so dull in my hand, just a black tube about the size of a kid’s bike handle and, like a bike handle, with grips for my fingers on one side.


  I look at the dummies scattershot throughout the gym. They’re affixed to metal stands, their heads about the same height as my own. But they seem funny, these mostly realistic fleshy, rubber dummies on top of these stands that look like bar stools or something.


  They’re tougher than they look. You hear rubber and you think rubber ball or rubber raft, but these are more like rubber cement. I asked Vera once why we trained on such tough mannequins when Zerkers are, after all, human flesh.


  “You’ve battled them before,” Vera said, condescendingly. “You know better. The older the Zerker, the tougher the hide.”


  “But why?” I pressed, just looking for a little rest and knowing the only way to get it was to lure her into a diatribe. For once, it worked.


  “They’re scavengers,” she spat. “Murderers and grave robbers. Their diet is inconsistent and comprised mostly of animal flesh, not brains. While we strive to eat brain regularly, their hides are more like sedimentary layers of their diets. The less brains they eat, the less alive their cells are and the more they petrify. The more they petrify, the tougher their skins. Which is why we train on these CPR dummies, who are as close an approximation to Zerker skin as I’ve ever seen.”


  I stretch my neck, at least as much as I can, then bend at the waist to touch my toes. Fat chance. I haven’t touched my toes in at least nine months; I’ve gotten that stiff since my heart went offline. Still, Vera keeps me as limber as possible with these daily workouts.


  Today she’s meeting with the other Keepers at Sentinel City, so I’m alone in the giant gym. It’s quiet. No one around but me and the dummies, literally. I focus, taking my place under the basketball net at the far end of the gym and crouching.


  I’m in running shoes, which took the Sentinels three months to order for me. They’re a little big, so I’ve tied them real tight and am wearing two pairs of socks. Pink socks because the Sentinels think all girls should wear pink socks all the time. Either that or they must be inexpensive, because the Sentinels are way cheap.


  The sneakers squeak on the shiny gym floor as I move forward, pressing the button at the top of the Eliminator so that the ice pick slides out. With a thick, gassy pop, it plunges into the first dummy’s ear. I pull it out, pressing the other button so the switchblade thwacks out.


  Still moving, eyes open and wary, I slice the blade through the neck, straight through the PVC pipe up the middle, which Vera says replicates a spine, until the blade comes out the other end and—slurp—the head slides off the rubber chest, plopping onto the floor and rolling at my feet.


  I’m about to move on to Dummy #2 when I hear stale clapping behind me. I turn, Eliminator held high, to find Dane standing just inside the double doors. He sees me wielding the lethal weapon and puts his hands up in a mock don’t-hurt-me pose.


  I smirk and press both buttons at the same time, sliding the sharp ends in so I’m not tempted to do just that. I lean against the dummy I’ve decapitated and watch Dane walk toward me.


  His black beret is on tight, sticking like glue to his close-cropped hair. His cheeks are hollow, his eyes brooding, his shoulders looking broader than usual in his black fatigue shirt. The rubber boots give him a few inches of height and make him that much more impressive as he stalks in my general direction. As usual lately, he’s not smiling at me.


  Not even a little.


  “Nice moves.” He nods toward the fallen dummy head, lidless rubber eyes staring back at me mournfully.


  “Thanks.” My voice is as dead as if the dummy’s head just said it.


  He’s close enough to extend a hand now, and I almost reach for it just as he says, “May I?”


  And I know he’s not asking for a dance. I hand him the Eliminator.


  He turns it over affectionately in his hand. “They gave us these the first week of Sentinel training,” he brags, fingertips caressing the buttons on either end. He pushes them both—snap! snap!—and the blades come out, one after the other, catching the waning sunlight in the gym. “Before we got the Tasers.”


  I roll my eyes. Stupid Sentinels and their Tasers, like it takes a ton of skill to stick an electric socket into a person’s neck and squeeze a trigger until their eyes bug out and they slump, slack jawed, to the floor. I’m pretty sure even Stamp could do that. I’d say something clever, like Whatever, but I’m not really speaking to him at the moment.


  He holds up the blade, looks at the row of dummies, and heads for the nearest one, sticking the switchblade into the ear and trying to slice through the neck with the ice pick. I snort and cover my mouth, but luckily the sound of him butchering the poor dummy’s face covers up the sound.


  Two minutes later, he’s still chopping away at the PVC spine like it’s a giant block of ice and he’s an 1890s housewife trying to keep the milk and eggs cool.


  I walk up behind him, careful to avoid the rain of rubber dummy chunks and say, “It’s okay. You’re just out of practice.”


  He smirks and gives up.


  If only to put the poor dummy out of its misery, I grab the Eliminator and use the scalpel end to slice the rest of the head clean off, just like that.


  “Guess so,” he mumbles, shuffling over to the bleachers and taking a seat on the bottom row. He pats the seat next to him.


  I roll my eyes and remain standing, thanks very much.


  He leans back, resting against the bench behind him. “What’s going on with you?”


  “Me?”


  “Yeah, that deal at Z-lunch yesterday, huffing off like that? Rude.”


  “What’s rude, Dane, is that happened three whole days ago. You’ve waited this long to chew me out about it. Used to be a time you couldn’t wait three hours to chew me out. Wait. That didn’t come out right . . .”


  His face is frumpled, almost like Stamp’s for a minute there. “Three days?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Wow. Well, still, friends don’t treat friends like that.”


  “I agree.”


  Surprise slowly forms across his face. “Really?”


  “Absolutely. Friends don’t bring their new friends to sit with their old friends and practically lick tonsils at the lunch table. No, they don’t.”


  Suddenly, it dawns on him. (And I thought Stamp was the slow one.) “That’s what this is all about, then, is it? Courtney?”


  “You tell me!”


  His eyes get big.


  I look down to see the Eliminator, locked and loaded, in my hand. When did that happen?


  “Take it easy,” he says, waving his hands.


  I shake my head and click the blades back in, sliding the weapon into my pocket to avoid the temptation to stick an ice pick in his ear.


  “I’m just saying, I can’t believe you’d think there’s anything between me and Courtney.”


  “I don’t,” I snap. “There isn’t anything between you and Courtney, because she’s always stalking you so hard there’s not even room for air between you.”


  “Very funny.”


  I shake my head, emotion choking me. “That’s just it. It’s not funny. Whatever you’re doing or not doing, it’s not even anywhere near funny. You don’t just drop people like that. Like . . . like . . .” I sweep my hands toward the corners of the gym, then back at myself. “Like this!”


  He looks up at me, sad. “I’m not dropping you, Maddy. How juvenile. Things are different now. I’m a Sentinel. You’re a Trainee. Stamp’s . . . Stamp. Everything’s changed. Forever. You can’t expect it to be like it was back then.”


  His words hit me so hard I take a step back. Literally, I stagger as if one of these dummies has come to life and nudged me. “What the hell does that even mean?”


  He avoids my gaze again, making things even worse. “I just mean things change. People change. We’re changing. Right now.”


  I can’t believe this. Is he dumping me? Out loud? Without actually saying he’s dumping me? Can he be that ludicrously chicken? “Have you changed? ’Cause I certainly haven’t. Have you changed so much that you can’t even come right out and tell me what you’re talking about right now?”


  Holy crap, this just keeps getting worse. How is this happening? Is this some joke? Is he sorry he didn’t come to my rebirthday party the other night so he’s punking me and any minute he’ll smile and pull a Twinkie with a flickering candle out of one of his cargo pants pockets?


  And he’s so cool about it all, just sitting there, back against the bleacher, like we’re talking about who gave the best pom-pom at the pep rally. “What do you want me to say?”


  “Say the truth!” I hate the high, panic-stricken sound of my voice as it echoes off the gym walls. “Who are you all of a sudden? You’re acting like we’re strangers or something!”


  Just then the gym doors open and Vera walks in, blue beret in hand. Dane is kind of obscured from her view by a dummy, and she’s looking at just the one head on the floor.


  I know she can’t see him when she says, “Maddy, everything all right?”


  “No,” I blurt, voice cracking, something it hasn’t done in months. “No, it’s not.”


  Vera flashes me a quizzical look.


  Dane stands then.


  She looks at each of us. Slowly, as she does every-thing. Then it seems to click, and the fire comes into her severe eyes. “May I help you, young man?”


  Dane takes off his beret quickly, and suddenly I remember. As a Keeper, Vera totally outranks his ass!


  “No, no, I was just leaving.”


  “I’d say so,” she huffs, watching him go. She turns back to me as the double doors crash in his wake. “Don’t you have some heads to lop off?”


  At first I’m kind of disappointed that she’s not all girl talk and women’s lib and We are family and asking me about my man, but I nod and release the blades from the Eliminator.


  Slicing through flesh-colored rubber up and down the gym floor, I realize a little decapitation is just what the doctor ordered.


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 6


  Scapegoat


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  I’m in the library, guiltily reading one of those Why Women Like Men Who Don’t Like Them Back and Never Will books behind a women’s magazine when a Sentinel team shows up. In the library. The quiet library. Loud and clacking and clomping.


  Like . . . one of these things is not like the other.


  At first I think they’re friends of Dane’s coming to break up with me on his behalf, since he never actually said the words the other day, or maybe even to sing me one of those he’s-so-sorry-he’s-a-dead-guy sing-a-gram viral video things, but they’re in full battle gear with Tasers pulled and gleaming black shoulder pads (Dane once bragged they were his idea, and back then I believed him) clattering in the silent library.


  The shortest one steps forward. His eyes are so glossy I can see myself in them, his cheeks so hollow I could cut the pages of my magazine with them. “Come with us.”


  I take an involuntary step back, shielding myself with the self-help book I’ve been hiding. “What? Whoa. What for?”


  They’re not playing. They lurch forward, and I freeze like some clueless chick in a B movie. Just like that. All my Keeper training bolts the minute I’m faced with three Sentinels and their snapping Tasers and cold eyes.


  In seconds they’ve got my hands behind my back, one of those plastic zip ties slapped on so I can’t move except to shuffle as they lead me out of the library and down the hall. The short one’s out front; the taller ones are on either side of me. It’s an easy formation, and I can tell they’ve practiced it a million times.


  Dane too, probably, and I wonder why they didn’t send him to get me. Or did he send them to get me? Does he have that power yet? To order Sentinels out to pick up his ex-girlfriend and scare her into forgiving him? And why does part of me—the dumb part, obviously—think that would be kind of a romantic gesture?


  Out in the clamorous halls Sentinels are everywhere, all with their stun guns at the ready, all glowering at me like I’ve stolen the brain smoothie machine from the mess hall or something.


  But this is no joke. Even the air feels serious, like the atoms themselves know not to play games. No one speaks, not so much as a word. Or grunts, which is the preferred means of Sentinel communication. Even their rubber boots barely squeak on the linoleum floor.


  I’ve never seen it like this before. There must be some kind of drill all through Sentinel City, but did they have to actually cuff my wrists? They could have just said, “Here—wink-wink, nudge-nudge—walk with us and put your hands behind your back and pretend to be cuffed. It’ll all be over in a minute.” I would have been all over that. But no. Stupid Sentinels have to do everything by the book.


  I see a blue blur of Keeper uniforms ahead of me in the midst of all the black Sentinel suits, but there’s no Vera. I don’t know any of the rest of them, and nobody’s looking at me anyway, and it wouldn’t matter if they did spot me, because my escort is just speeding along, stopping for nobody and nothing at all.


  We pass the empty cafeteria, media room, gym, and locker rooms. Just as we’re heading toward my dorm wing, we turn toward a hall I’ve never been down before.


  It’s quieter here, with fewer Sentinels and no Keepers in sight, but I soon see why. Half a dozen tall cages are at the end, gleaming metal like the ones inside Dad’s lab that they keep Val or Stamp in.


  But these seem creepier. Spending so much time around Val has made me feel like the only good cage is a full cage, and seeing an empty one—let alone a row of them—makes me feel very creeped out indeed.


  My sneakers screech as I stop—or try to. It’s like one of those cheesy tween TV shows with their canned laugh tracks and bright colors, where two friends are dragging the cool kid on a blind date where he just knows the girl is going to have braces and pigtails and freckles and glasses and he does everything in his power to stop from being delivered to his doom, like he’s some kind of catch and that would be just so horrible or something, hanging on to open locker doors and clinging to the water fountain and . . . hilarity ensues.


  You know the type.


  But there are no locker doors or even water fountains to cling to, and we just keep streaming ahead, the Sentinels yanking my arms as I struggle to lean back, knowing there can be only one reason for the cages.


  “What . . . Where are you taking me?”


  In reply, the Sentinel to my left pulls me faster down the hall. The one on the right goes even quicker, more gung ho than the first, so I get a little turned around like when you’re rowing a boat and your right hand rows faster than your left and you keep going in circles just a little bit until you get the hang of it.


  The short one pulls out a jingling keychain and opens one of the cages. They toss me in face-first, slamming the door before I can turn around and press them for answers.


  “Wait! Please. Just . . . just tell me what’s going on.”


  They don’t even look at me, clomping down the hallway and leaving me in the cage, fuming, worried now because what the hell kind of drill is this where they not only strap your hands behind your back but throw your butt in a cage?


  I pace, looking to my left, farther down the long, dark hall. Nothing but cages as far as I can see, and I look pretty far. To my right, a few more cages, all of them empty.


  My Eliminator is in one of my front pockets, heavy on my calf. There’s no way I can reach it with my hands behind my back or I’d use it to cut myself loose right now. The cages are built of heavy wire mesh, stiff and sharp. It might work if I backed against one side and ran the plastic tie up and down, but I could take off half my wrist in the process and, really, what’s the use? There’s no way I’m getting out even with my hands free. If Val hasn’t been able to do it in all these months, as ticked off and full of Zerker rage as she is, how am I supposed to do it on my first try?


  Why couldn’t they have sent Dane to get me? He’s an actual Sentinel now. At least he would have told me something. Possibly. Or not. I don’t know anymore. Maybe being a Sentinel is more important than being a boyfriend. Hell, more important than being a friend. I hear more footsteps at the other end of the hall, crane my neck, and see a field of blue: Vera!


  She’s followed by two more Sentinels. No, one Sentinel Support in her black-and-gray uniform and one Sentinel in black, clattering battle gear.


  Dane! At last! And Courtney, of course. What is this? Some elaborate prank? Hey, yeah. Sorry. Dane didn’t break up with you badly enough the first time, so now we’re going to include all of Sentinel City in it, ’kay, thanks, bye!


  “Vera! What’s going on?” My voice is high and harsh in the long, echoey hall.


  Vera looks paler than usual, which is saying something. Her expression is tighter than usual, which, again, is saying something. “Maddy, listen to me. Before you say anything, listen to what I’m saying first. Can you do that?”


  “Not if you keep talking in riddles,” I half joke, but the awkward pause that follows and her no-nonsense zombie librarian face make me swallow. Hard. “Okay, yes, of course. Just . . . tell me something!”


  I flash a helpless look to Dane, but he’s gazing at the ground or his shoes or something cute Courtney wrote on them (like maybe Snuggles to my Sugar Bear) while she was shining them this morning.


  I glance at Vera, who inches forward as if she knows Dane is distracting me, forcing me to look into her deep eyes. Finally, she speaks, and what she says makes me wish she’d kept her mouth shut: “Val is missing. And your father.”


  I crouch at the very back of my cage, rocking to and fro as shaky images flicker before my eyes. “Not again,” I hear my squeaky voice say. “Not . . .” I focus on Vera’s face, which looks slightly angry, slightly sad.


  I rush toward the front of the cage. “How could this happen? She’s locked up 24/7/365.”


  But she’s not. Even as I say the words, I know they’re a lie. Just the other night, during my rebirthday party, Dad had her out, muzzled and chained and shackled and all. Sure, there were three Sentinels guarding her, but she was still out of her cage. How many times did he do that a day, a week, a month?


  I think back to my rebirthday and how she acted while I was there. So quiet, so docile, her yellow Zerker eyes on me the whole time, even as they led her away into the back room. Had she been plotting something all along? Watching me?


  Warning me?


  I’m staring past Vera, at the off-white wall over her head, when she rattles some keys and opens the cage. I start forward and she puts a firm hand on my chest.


  “I need you to behave, Maddy. The Sentinels are on high alert, and they’re blaming your father for what happened. I’d tread carefully if I were you.”


  So that’s why every Sentinel has been giving me major stink eye.


  “Dad? Why?”


  I guess I push forward a little, jutting my chest out, not even realizing it until she slips the electric pen from her top pocket.


  “I said behave. We can do this the hard way, you know.” She waves the pen, and I freeze. “But I’d rather you be conscious for this.”


  “Okay, okay.” I back away instinctively, having been on the pen’s receiving end one too many times. “I’m sorry. I just . . . Why Dad?”


  We start walking, right past Dane and his concubine.


  “He’s been in charge of Val since the day we brought her back here,” Vera explains, leading me through a sea of Sentinels, all going in the opposite direction. “Who else would they blame?”


  She has a point. Why the Sentinels—or the Keepers, for that matter—trusted a mortal, the only Normal in all of Sentinel City, with the proper care, feeding, and study of a Zerker-killing machine with spiky hair and the worst attitude on the planet is beyond me. I guess it wasn’t such a great idea. And of course no one’s going to blame the folks at the top, just the guy with the heartbeat.


  We head toward Dad’s lab. My hands are still tied tight behind my back, making it awkward to walk, especially with Sentinels flying by at the speed of sound and joyously bumping into me every few feet.


  A group of Keepers approaches, waving Vera down. She pauses, partly ignoring me for 6.2 milliseconds, and I bolt toward Dad’s lab.


  Dane catches up, putting a hand on my shoulder. Strange that after all we’ve been through together in the last year, it already feels so unfamiliar. “Careful,” he says, looking back at Vera, making a phony smiley face in her general direction, waving a fraudulent it’s-okay-all’s-well hand. “You don’t want to give her a reason to use that pen.”


  “What do you care?”


  He ignores me. “Listen, before she gets back, there’s something you should know . . .” He inches close.


  Courtney’s off to one side, looking nervous or jealous or both or neither—but who cares?


  “What? Hurry, Dane. What?”


  “Your dad’s not exactly missing. Not. Exactly.”


  “Where is he?”


  “They don’t know for sure.” His eyes are wide but sympathetic, which scares me because he kind of only looks that way when something has gone horribly wrong and he’s powerless to stop or fix it. “They’re taking you . . . to identify his body—”


  “Or what’s left of it,” Courtney interrupts.


  He shoots her a look, but it’s not half as hard as the laser beams I’m shooting her from my searing eye holes. “Shut up,” we both shout.


  It takes all of Dane to stop me from head butting her into the next afterlife or the nearest wall, whichever comes first.


  Vera comes up then, yanking me away by one arm. “Here now, what’s all this?”


  “Why didn’t you tell me about my dad?” I huff, following her toward the lab.


  She glares at Dane.


  He glares at me.


  But what’s the difference? Normal dads who might be corpses trump all the living dead, period, ad infinitum.


  “You didn’t give me time,” she sputters.


  We’re almost at the lab now, Sentinels filtering in and out like they know what the hell they’re doing.


  The lab door is off the hinges, hanging half in, half out of the hallway.


  Vera wades in, says a few words from her tight lips, and the Sentinels scram, just like that.


  Dane and I look at each other, impressed, until I notice half of his face is covered by Courtney’s wilted blonde hair since they’re standing so flippin’ close together.


  I step into the lab, not wanting to.


  The first thing I notice is the smell: part chemical, part fleshy rot. The second is the big puddle on the floor. “What is that?” I ask, stepping over it to follow Vera into the lab.


  She points to the open door of the tanning booth from Cabana Charly’s. “It used to cover this. Remember?”


  The glass door is open, the bottom of it leaking something slimy onto the ground. That’s the smell. Avotoxia. Val used it to turn some poor Zerker into bones and goo back home.


  “Why is this open? Who would use it?”


  “That’s why you’re here. We think . . .” Vera turns to me, actually putting her hands on my shoulders—and not to zap me with her pen. “We think your father’s in there. We need you to identify the body.”


  “What body?” The floor of the tanning booth is covered in white slime, greasy foam dripping down the walls, bone fragments in a heap rising out of the sludge in the bottom.


  She has an Eliminator on her and presses one of its buttons, using the switchblade side to snap my bonds. I rub my wrists, even though they don’t hurt. Having watched every single season of Law & Disorder: CVU, I just feel it’s the thing to do. Besides, I’m none too eager to find out what’s in that decomposing guck at the bottom of the tanning booth.


  I look around for something long and metal to use and find an old pointer Dad uses to teach his assistant, Hector, about chemicals and cells on the big whiteboard in the corner. (It never really works, but I think it makes Dad feel better to be sharing science with someone again and probably makes Hector feel pretty good to not have Dad yelling at him for a few minutes every day.)


  I kneel, and Vera follows, snatching my hand back. “Careful, Maddy. The avotoxia is still strong enough to turn your hand into . . . that.” She nods toward the steaming soup.


  I flip the metal pointer up at her. “That’s what this is for.”


  She nods but passes me some industrial-strength black rubber gloves just the same. Looking around the room, I see a few Sentinels wearing them as well. I slip them on, then take the pointer and dig around the mush.


  It makes smacking noises as I shift the pile, and the smell is overpowering. It’s like the bones have been marinated in hell for six months and then spray painted with skunk funk, a million rotting banana skins, and Dumpster juice. I gag repeatedly on the avotoxia fumes, flashing back to when I was in a booth like this one not so long ago but very far away.


  I smear the bones around, looking closely, then stand, sighing.


  Vera’s lips are so thin by this point they’re almost nonexistent. It makes me kind of happy to think she’s sad about losing Dad.


  “So?” she asks.


  “That’s not my dad in there. He had a hip replacement a few years back, pure titanium, about the size of a tennis ball. It’s not in there.”


  “Thank God!” Dane blurts, and I don’t even think he realizes he’s doing it, which makes my dead heart do whatever a dead heart can do when it feels like beating out of its chest but can’t.


  Vera just puts a hand on my arm, squeezes, and then lets go, her own personal version of Thank God!


  The relief is overwhelming. I lean against the long lab counter and let the pointer clang to the ground, quickly followed by the rubbery flop-flop of my gloves.


  And I realize as I stand there, smiling, looking at Val’s empty cage, that Stamp is gone. And that I’ve been so worried about Dad, so focused on finding out what happened to him, that I never even stopped to ask Vera where he might be.


  It’s not Dane or Vera who ends the celebration.


  Courtney clears her throat. “So if that’s not her dad in there, then who is it?”


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 7


  Better off Dead


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  A sudden commotion stops me from almost wringing her neck for a second time as a team of Sentinels wrestles something out of the back supply closet.


  I hear that telltale Fourth of July snap-snap-snap of Tasers going off and the whump of a body falling to the ground. Rushing to join them, Vera at my side, I see Dad curled in a fetal position on the floor, a yellow tie shoved in his mouth, his hands secured in front of him with his own belt.


  He’s ticked off. I can see it even from halfway across the lab. His forehead is sweaty, and whatever hair he has left is damp and smeared around his high forehead and he’s kicking and shouting through his tie.


  “Get him out of there,” I shriek, snatching Vera’s Eliminator and sprinting toward him.


  A Sentinel tries to stop me.


  Rather than fight him, I literally dive past his outstretched arms like I’m sliding into home plate. I land next to Dad, turning over with practiced precision to slice his leather belt in half.


  He takes his hands, both of them, and claws at his mouth, dragging the tie out with a gag and a cough and another gag. He rises to one knee, Tasers sputtering all around him. We look up to find ourselves surrounded by just about every Sentinel in the room and some who came in from the hall just to join the fun.


  “Get after her,” he shouts, first thing, looking at them. “What are you wasting time on me for? Go. Now! She can’t have gone far.”


  “Dad, what happened?”


  He slumps onto his rump, breathing heavily, face red. He looks up.


  I hiss at the Sentinels, “Give him some room!”


  Amazingly, they shrink back a step or two, letting him rest against a set of cabinets. He looks at me and Vera, who’s crouching by my side. “We were taking her out of the cage for some more tests,” he wheezes, sliding an arm across his sweaty forehead.


  “Who was?” Vera says.


  “Hector and I. We . . .”


  “Just Hector and you?” Vera’s eyes narrow.


  He flashes her an impatient look. “Yes, we had called for the Sentinels, as always, but when they didn’t show after a few minutes, we decided to move her ourselves.”


  Vera shakes her head. “But that’s not protocol.”


  Dad and I both look at her.


  “Are you kidding me?” he blurts. “Is it protocol for the Sentinels to take so long? Is it protocol for me to have to check with them every time I tie my shoe or zip my pants? I’m doing important work here, and they’ve never respected it. Not once. I can’t test Val properly if she’s in a cage all the time.”


  Vera stands, smirking. “Well, she’s not in her cage anymore, Dr. Swift.”


  “I know that.” Hand on his scalp, he shakes his head miserably. “Don’t you think I know that?”


  “Dad,” I say, reaching out to touch his knee, “who is that back there in the tanning booth?”


  “Hector,” he moans, looking at me through swollen eyelids. “He tried to put the muzzle on her while I put her handcuffs on, and she bit him, tore his thumb clean off, and swallowed it whole before she had him on the floor, his Taser in hand. She made him take the tarp off the tanning booth and get inside, and the second the door slammed shut, she sprayed him, sizzled him down to the bones. I thought she’d do the same to me, but she tied me up and shoved me where nobody could see me.”


  I look up at Vera. “See, it was an accident.”


  “Of course it was an accident,” he sputters, looking from me to her and back at me again. “Who said it wasn’t an accident?”


  “Dr. Swift, when exactly did this happen?”


  “At 10:17. I noted the time on her chart before we opened her cage.”


  Vera turns to the Sentinels.


  They snap to attention before she even speaks.


  “Alert the border patrols that she’s been gone for over two hours. Clear the halls. I want every available Sentinel after her immediately, no excuses.”


  They grumble, and one finds a walkie-talkie and relays the message.


  While Vera coordinates, I lean in. “Dad, the other cage. It’s empty. Where’s Stamp?”


  He smiles, then nods toward the second supply closet.


  I feel another wave of relief shudder through my dead cells, a distant Normal emotion trapped in there somewhere like phantom adrenaline haunting my veins.


  I stand and make a move to open the closet.


  Vera yanks me back. “Let them do it. When will you get it through your head that he’s still a Zerker?”


  “Not as much as he used to be,” Dad croaks. “That’s . . . What do you think I’ve been doing here? Why do you think Val was so important to me, to you, to everyone here? By studying her cellular structure, I’ve been able to isolate some of what makes zombies and Zerkers so different from each other. I’ve been working with Stamp, giving him regular injections at his brain stem to phase out the Zerker cells, healing him, in effect. Not curing him, exactly, but as close as he’ll ever get, I’m afraid.”


  He looks at me, almost apologetically, before turning back to Vera. “I think that’s why she left him behind this time. She could tell they had nothing in common and he was of no use to her anymore.”


  The Sentinels have the door open and Stamp is there, not tied up, not gagged, just standing quietly in the corner of the supply closet, waiting next to a yellow mop handle. As if he knew we’d be there all along. He looks so shy and sad.


  “Stamp,” I cry, lurching for him.


  Vera yanks me back again.


  “It’s okay, Stamp,” I say from the sidelines. “You’re safe now. It’ll all be fine.”


  He offers me a small smile before the Sentinels gather him up. They are rough, and the anger starts in the back of my throat, a kind of low, dull hum.


  Dad notices and reaches for my hand.


  “Maddy, I’m sorry.”


  Vera looks down at us both, a note of sadness in her voice. “Dr. Swift, I assure you, you have no idea what sorry means, but you will.”


  I stand, turning to her. “What does that mean?”


  She swivels, signaling to the Sentinels. In less than ten seconds, I have my hands behind my back again, my wrists tied. We all do: Stamp, Dad, and I. They lead us out of the shattered lab. The Sentinels in the halls pause, letting us pass, watching us with hooded eyes.


  They take us back to that long passageway, the dark one with all the cages. They put Dad in the first one, skip one, put Stamp in the third, skip one, and put me in the fifth.


  I notice Vera’s not with us. She must’ve stayed behind in the lab.


  The Sentinels lock us in and storm off.


  All but one. A tall, grim specimen who looks like he’s been dead a long, long time. He watches us carefully, looking from one to the next, then back again.


  I look down the hall, to the first cage. “Dad?”


  He mumbles something that sounds like sorry twice, then nothing more.


  “Dad!” I need him to talk to me.


  After the third or fourth “Dad!” Stamp turns to me, eyes yellowy black. “Leave him alone,” he hisses, inching as close to me as his cage will allow. “He’ll talk when he’s ready. Can’t you see he’s not ready?”


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 8


  “Be Careful What You Wish For . . .”


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  They come for Dad first.


  It’s night. Or day. I can’t really tell anymore. I tried counting for a while but gave up after I got all the way to 4,987 seconds and Stamp said something pointless to wreck my concentration.


  We’ve been showered and fed in preparation of our appointment, as Vera keeps calling it. Now we’re in gray hospital scrubs, all of us, even Dad. His are a little snug, and he keeps fussing with his shirt where it rests awkwardly on his little potbelly. Every time he does, my eyes go to the plastic ties around his wrists and I wince, half guilty, half angry.


  Guilty for bringing him to Sentinel City in the first place; angry that they think he had something to do with Val escaping. It’s been less than a day since the first team of Sentinels yanked me out of the library, which means this must be a pretty big deal. I don’t think the Elders usually move this fast.


  The Elders don’t stay here at Sentinel City all the time. They’re too valuable to keep all in one place—in case the Zerkers ever found out. Dane says they’re from all over the south—Florida, Georgia, Tennessee, South Carolina—so they must have some pull to get here this fast. Either that or a few private jet pilot zombies on standby at all times.


  “Maddy?” Dad says in a trembling voice, the first word he’s spoken to me since they caged him.


  It’s hard to hear over the clanging of the keys and the door and the clattering of the Sentinels’ shoulder pads.


  “Honey,” he shouts, high and strange. I can’t tell if he’s mad or scared. “I’m fine. Don’t worry. I didn’t do anything wrong. Nothing’s going to happen to me. To Stamp. To you. Nothing at all.”


  “I know,” I shout, wishing Stamp would move out of the way a little so I could get a better view of what’s happening. I hear the clomping of the Sentinels’ boots, the jingling of keys, Dad grunting as they drag him out roughly, the way they do everything all the time.


  I see a shock of gray hospital scrubs amidst all the Sentinel black, the back of Dad’s balding head, but that’s about it.


  “Vera,” I shout, seeing a flash of powder-blue beret in the mix. But as I inch closer to my door, I see it’s not her at all, just some other Keeper who doesn’t even look back as Dad’s pulled away.


  “Dad! Say something.”


  But he never does. Or, if he does, they have him muzzled or, worse, a Sentinel is clamping his dead hand over his mouth, which isn’t much fun when your lips are the same temperature but has to be absolutely grosstastic when you’re 98.6 degrees Fahrenheit.


  The Sentinels never frisked me. I don’t know if that was Vera’s doing or if it was because I’m a girl or if they’re just lazy, but either way I still have my Eliminator on me, wedged into the little fold at the top of my hospital scrubs. Although I can’t reach it with my hands tied in front of me this time, I can rub my wrist against it every so often. I know it probably wouldn’t help against a team of Sentinels, but it makes me feel good just to have it there, slim, sturdy, and violent.


  I pace my cage. The hall’s empty except for Stamp, who paces with me.


  “Quit doing that,” I hiss.


  He gives me his surprised look, as if he didn’t think I’d get ticked off at him matching me step for step. “I will when you will.”


  So I stop, thinking he’ll lose interest, like a kid you’ve played peekaboo with too long and now they want to play Marco Polo and then hide-and-seek. But I can’t stand still and start pacing again. He follows, loping with his long cricket legs.


  God, how I wish he were the old Stamp, even the jerk Stamp I lived with in Orlando. At least I could talk to him then, in between the living skanks he rotated through like a rock star. A cup of coffee here, a morning walk there, a break between performances of the Great Movie Monster Makeover Show. We could at least converse, share a few civil words, even a smile, though we were exes.


  I try, just to see what might happen. I stop pacing and lean toward the bars of my cage that are closest to his. “What do you think they’re doing to him, Stamp?”


  He stops too, leaning in. “Doing what? To who?”


  I stare back at him, unblinking. “To Dad. To my dad, who’s been taking care of you all this time.”


  He nods, eyes growing small. “I know that.” Then, a few seconds later, “I knew that already.”


  I grunt. So much for that. I turn to pace again.


  He mumbles something.


  “What’d you say, Stamp?”


  He glowers at me. “I said, I wonder how he likes it in a cage.”


  I smack the bars, close to his face.


  He doesn’t flinch. Not even a little.


  “That’s not nice, Stamp. Not nice at all.”


  He doesn’t say anything.


  I turn, afraid I will. Then I turn back: “He was just trying to protect you. That whole time. Me too.”


  He glares back, indifferent, unmoving.


  I wave him off and walk away.


  We pace some more, maybe a few minutes, maybe a few hours. It’s hard to tell with no windows or watches or doors. I hear the clomping of Sentinel boots down the hall before he does, so I’m watching his face until—pop—his eyes open wide when at last he hears them too.


  “Hey,” he says, moving closer. “Hey, Maddy, I’m . . . I’m sorry.” His fingers are out as far as they will stretch from his side of the cage.


  I push mine out until our fingertips touch the outside of the empty cage between us, barely. It’s almost like we’re really touching. Better, probably. Less sad this way than feeling his cold skin against my own.


  “I know you are.”


  “Away,” a Sentinel says, rattling his keys to open Stamp’s door.


  I back up, thinking it might be better for Stamp, but now he clings to the bars of his cage, looking at me, eyes wide as the Sentinels pry him off and drag him out the door.


  I expect him to cry out, but once he leaves the cage, a sense of calm seems to wash over him and he never turns back.


  The blur of black Sentinel shoulder pads and Stamp’s bristly hair masks a quiet blue presence lurking at the end of the hall.


  It inches forward after Stamp’s removal.


  “Vera?” I ask, sagging against the bars as if the afterlife’s just gone out of me.


  I told myself I’d be strong. That whatever was happening, I’d be tough for Dad and Stamp. I’d act like I knew what was going on, that it was all normal procedure: nothing to see here, move on. But after Dad left and didn’t come back, and now Stamp, I’ve got nothing left.


  I just slouch there and wait for her to say something, anything.


  “Yes, Maddy.” She appears across from my cage door, leaning against the off-white cinder block wall.


  “Where’s Dad? Where are they taking Stamp?”


  “For sentencing. The Council of Elders is giving sentence. You know that. I told you.”


  I stand up straight, pacing again. “And what’s the sentence?”


  She shifts against the wall. “You know I can’t tell you that.”


  “Then why are you here? If you can’t tell me anything, I mean.”


  “I came to check on you. Before . . .”


  I stop pacing.


  She pushes off the wall, steps closer.


  We both hear the Sentinel boots trudging down the hall toward us.


  “Before they come for you.” She sounds almost glad.


  I look to the right of me, to the empty cages where Dad and then Stamp once stood. Before they came for them.


  “I’m not coming back here, am I?”


  She shakes her head, looking toward the Sentinels’ footsteps.


  “Good.” I’m pressed against the bars now, her face an arm’s reach away if only I could fit more than a few fingers between these stupid bars and wire mesh. “Because whatever happens, Vera—outside these bars, down that hall, with the Elders, whatever it is, whatever the sentence—no one’s ever going to put me in a cage again.”


  Vera looks at me as she opens the door, voice as cold as her ashy skin. “Be careful what you wish for.”


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 9


  Vanished


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  There are no CPR dummies in the gym this time. The air of finality that fills the vast room means there probably aren’t going to be a whole lot of CPR dummies in my future.


  Midafternoon sunlight filters in from the windows high above the raised basketball hoops. Vera and a team of Sentinels lead me inside so slowly, as if we’re at some kind of funeral or something. And maybe we are. Who knows?


  As always, I shiver at the sight of the withered Elders seated at the far end of the gym at fold-up picnic tables well below their station in life, or afterlife. Behind them, just as with the first time we were introduced, stands an elite team of what I call Super Sentinels, kind of like Elder Bodyguards. All they do is follow the Elders around.


  The Elders watch me approach, hands tied in front of me. The room is eerily silent except for the squawking of my shoes on the varnished gym floor. There is a single chair set up in front of the Council, and the Sentinels lead me to it.


  I picture Dad walking in, sitting in this same chair. Looking at the Elders’ skeletal faces and long, veiny necks, their coal-black eyes and popcorn-yellow teeth. What did they say to him? How did he respond?


  Knowing Dad, he probably approached the meeting in a clinical manner, studying their skin, their nostrils, their eyelashes, wondering if I might look like that in three or four hundred years. The thought of Dad analyzing the Elders even as they chastised him almost makes me smile.


  And then I think of Stamp. Right here in this chair. Did he know what was happening to him? Has he figured it out yet? And the $64,000 question: where did they both go after the Elders gave sentence?


  The six Elders stare back at me, glossy eyes bulging out of their shrunken heads, frail but menacing in their identical white pajamas. I know they’re probably not really pajamas, but that’s what they look like—either that or karate uniforms, and why would they wear those?


  Vera stays standing by my side after the Sentinels have shoved me into the chair and stepped away. She looks down at me, but I ignore her, so I don’t know if she’s scowling or shaking her head or what. Eventually, she approaches the Sentinels.


  She turns and points to me (as if she could possibly be talking about anyone else; the bleachers, maybe?). “The third and final prisoner, gentlemen.” That sounds so Vera. So precise, so clipped, so accurate.


  They nod slowly, some imperceptibly.


  One of the Elders in the center grunts. “What is she accused of, Keeper?” His voice is crackly.


  I squirm a little and look away, but I can’t miss any of this, because who knows when I might see the Elders again? Or anyone else, for that matter?


  I sit up a little, hoping to hear Vera better.


  “Maddy is the reason Dr. Swift, who allowed the Zerker to escape, is here, Elder.”


  “How is that possible, Keeper?”


  “Elder, he is her father.”


  The Elder, who is obviously the ringmaster here, is fleshier than the rest, which means that rather than being 500 years old maybe he’s only 300. He wears a blond wig. A good one but a blond one. I’ll call him Blondie for that.


  Blondie says, “How is it that she brought him here?”


  “For protection, sir.”


  “You know all this,” I shout, rising.


  Sentinels come out of nowhere to shove me into my seat.


  “This is not news! You allowed him to stay here with me. He’s a doctor! Even better, he’s a coroner. You wanted his help studying the Zerk—”


  “Silence,” says Blondie, never raising his voice but implying all kinds of violence with those buggy eyes and bulging veins. “Prisoners are not to speak unless spoken to. Keeper, what of the girl? What did she do to help the Zerker escape?”


  Vera turns to me, looking hesitant. Then she turns back to Blondie. “Elder, Maddy knew her father took the Zerker out of her cage at night for additional studies without the consent or consultation of trained Sentinels assigned to guard her. Maddy knew the danger and, despite being in Keeper training, never reported it.”


  Blondie nods, looking left, then right. One by one, though it takes a while, the other Elders nod.


  “Maddy,” says Blondie, pointing to me, his finger skeletal and bone pale just like the Ghost of Christmas Future in that old movie Dad made me watch with him every December. “Rise.”


  I jump up and stand in place, but something’s not right. Everyone is still looking at me funny. Nobody’s saying anything, and it feels like I’m forgetting something.


  Vera cuts me a look and nods toward the table.


  I gulp and nod back and walk to where she’s been standing this whole time.


  Up close, Blondie looks even worse. The skin of his nose has pulled back so that he has almost no nostrils, and his lips are gone, showing giant yellow teeth even when he isn’t speaking.


  “Maddy, for the crime of aiding and abetting the Zerker’s escape, you are hereby Vanished. I can’t say I wish you well out there, but I can say I’m sorry things turned out this way. We had high hopes for you. Good luck on the outside.”


  With that, the Super Sentinels move in, helping the Elders up and scooting them outside. Before I know what’s happened, I’m looking at a row of empty tables.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 10


  The (Electric) Pen Is


  Mightier Than The Sword


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  What’s Vanished, Vera? What does that even mean? Why can’t anyone ever just say what they mean around this stupid place?”


  I’m leaning against the empty picnic table where Blondie and his skeletal friends just sentenced me to . . . something.


  Vera has pulled the single chair up next to me and is sitting in it, as if she’s the one who just got Vanished or whatever. She seems more relaxed now that the Elders and Super Sentinels are gone.


  She looks up at me. “It’s kind of the same as being banished.”


  I knew it. Stupid Elders and their stupid Elder words. “So why don’t they just say that? Why are they always talking in code?”


  She frowns, looking at the pocket flap on the side of her thigh and trying in vain to get it to lie flat. “It’s an Elder thing.”


  “So what, then? We’re banished from Sentinel City?”


  She looks up and makes a crumple face. “Where’s that?”


  I sigh. “Here. It’s what Dad always called it. And Dane and I picked up on it. And Stamp and even Courtney. And I dunno. It’s kind of a thing.”


  “Sentinel City. I think I like that. I think the Elders would like that, too.”


  She smiles but doesn’t answer my question. I ask it again: “We’re all banished?”


  “Just you and Stamp.” She shakes her head. “At least you’ll be together.”


  “And Dad? What about him?”


  Her eyes grow darker right in front of me. “Maddy, he’s a Normal. We can’t very well let him wander around grumbling about Zerkers and Sentinels and whatever else he learned while he was here. Besides, he’s learned more about Zerker physiology and rehabilitation in months than we have in decades. He’s being transferred to ZED, where we can keep a closer eye on him and his studies this time.”


  “ZED?”


  “Zerker Education and Dismemberment.”


  Gross. “Sounds cheery.”


  “Believe me, it’s better than the alternative. Although he’ll basically be a prisoner there, at least he’ll still be working in his field. In fact, as a coroner he’s one of the most qualified physicians at ZED.”


  “I’m sure that will make scrubbing up in handcuffs all the more worthwhile.”


  She opens her mouth to speak but bites her lip.


  I wish I had that kind of self-control. If I did, I probably wouldn’t be here, on the verge of being Vanished right now. I look at my feet. “And Dane? What about him?”


  “Seriously? He’s a Sentinel now. He’s been out on patrol since after you and Stamp and your father were apprehended.”


  “Doing what?”


  “Doing what Sentinels do. Looking for Val and any other Zerkers she may have befriended or created since your dad let her out.”


  I glare at her, but it’s too late to defend Dad now. Besides, that’s only half of the equation. “And Courtney? Who’s she going to support now that Dane’s out in the field hunting for Val?”


  Her eyes get big, and she slaps her palms onto her knees. “I can’t believe this. You just got Vanished by the Council of Elders and you’re worried about Courtney?”


  I shake away the shame and press her. “Courtney. Courtney. I’m not tired. I can do this all night. Courtney. Tell me: what’s going to become of poor Courtney?”


  “She’s Sentinel Support. Where do you think she is?” Before I can answer, she adds, “Out in the field, supporting Dane.”


  I don’t know which fact hurts more: that I won’t get to say good-bye to Dane or that he’ll be too distracted by Courtney to notice I never did.


  I shake it off and glare at Vera. “So explain this banishment business. What is it? Temporary, 200 years, what?”


  “Incredible,” she says, almost to herself. “It’s forever. That means you are banished from Sentinel City, as you call it, but also from anywhere Elders, Keepers, and Sentinels gather. You’re banished from our shelter, from fresh brains, from our uniforms and order and, most of all, from our protection. You are no longer one of us.”


  “But I am one of you. Look at me; look at you. We’re the same.”


  She shakes her head, not smiling, not frowning. “We’re not the same. I’m not Vanished.”


  I stomp one foot. “So, basically, you’re saying I’m no better than a Zerker at this point.”


  She cocks her head and studies me. “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”


  I shake my head. “Good, whatever, fine. If that’s all it takes to get kicked out of Sentinel City, then—”


  She’s on her feet and in my face in seconds. “All it takes?” She paces, boots squealing as she pivots with military precision. “You’re lucky you’re still re-alive. I know you think we are violent creatures, but look how we live. Look what we’ve built. You may not think much of Keepers or Sentinels, but believe you me, this planet would be overrun with Zerkers if it weren’t for us.”


  Her tone softens. “You could have been a part of that. You were so close to finishing your training and joining us. To joining me. I would have loved to work with you, watching you grow and evolve. You could have helped us keep the world safe from them. Instead, you . . .”


  “You can’t think of anything, can you? All that crap you sold the Elders, whatever BS you dragged up on me, you can’t say it to my face now. You probably can’t even remember it, because I didn’t do anything. I was sitting there in the library, trying to figure out how to get Dane back, when all this happened to me. So if it’s that easy to get kicked out of your zombie tribe, well, good luck saving the human race!”


  I walk away and she reaches out, yanking me back with both hands on my shoulders. Her grip is both firm and tender, if that makes any sense. Like one hand wants to toss me out on my ear and the other wants to pull me in for one last hug.


  She does neither.


  “Listen,” she hisses, face close to mine. “Once you walk out those doors, the Sentinels take you and you’re no longer under my protection. I want to give you this.”


  She reaches into a pocket and slides out her pen. The pen. The electric one. The one I’ve been begging her for since, oh, I dunno, forever.


  “But why?”


  She looks away, then back to me. “Every spare Sentinel has been out hunting for Val. Every one. And we still haven’t found her. I think she’s out there, waiting for you. I think you’ll need this more than I do. Besides, there’s more where that came from.”


  I take it, but my hands are still tied in front of me, so I hold it awkwardly. “Won’t they wonder where yours went?”


  She avoids my gaze. “By the time they ask, you’ll be gone and out of our reach. I’ll wait until then to blame it on you.”


  “Gee, thanks.”


  She releases me, but I don’t walk away just yet. “I would have made a good Keeper. You know that.”


  She nods, but that’s as far as she’s going.


  “This is all BS. You know that too.”


  That’s too much. “Your father let a violent Zerker escape. He cost the life of a valuable Sentinel. He put this whole facility and every Normal within the next three counties in danger. And you’re the one who brought him here. I don’t think I overstated my case to the Elders at all when I said you were partly to blame for Val’s escape.”


  I nod. “Then I have nothing more to say to you.”


  Apparently she has nothing more to say to me either.


  I walk toward the double doors, awkwardly sliding the pen down my gray granny panties in case the Sentinels search me on the way out. This way, even if they catch the Eliminator, they might miss Vera’s pen. I wait for her to say something, to warn me or apologize or even yell or maybe thank me.


  Nothing.


  She says not a word, and I’m too proud to look back to see if she’s waving or even watching me with a sad look on her face.


  Beyond the glass window in each door, I see the Sentinel shapes waiting for me.


  I pause just before pushing through, watching them watching me, waiting until they inch forward just enough, and then—slam—I whip open the doors and conk them on the foreheads, just for the hell of it.


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 11


  Thing 1 and Thing 2


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  Stamp is waiting in the back of one of those tacky tan vans, hands on his knees but no chains, cuffs, zip ties, or even duct tape binding them.


  The van is sitting there, backed into the motor pool at the end of Sentinel City. It’s idling, as if it’s been waiting for me.


  “Hi,” Stamp says as the Sentinels dump me in next to him like last week’s garbage. “Where you been?” He sounds perturbed but upbeat, almost as if he can’t wait to get started on some big adventure and he’s kind of glad I’m along for the ride.


  “Sorry, Stamp.” I move across from him so I can spread out a little. “I was busy getting Vanished, you know?”


  One of the Sentinels takes an Eliminator and pops the scalpel side open, slicing through my plastic zip ties before turning around without a word.


  “What’s that?” Stamp crinkles his nose.


  The Sentinels slam the back doors, and a few seconds later, I feel their heft as they climb into the front seats. The van pulls out right away, tires spinning, as if they can’t wait to get rid of us.


  I study Stamp, spiffy in his hospital scrubs. He’s thin and wiry, like Dane was when we first met back in Barracuda Bay. He has the same shrunken cheeks and hooded eyes too, as though he’s seen too much for someone so young. “What’s Vanished?”


  I sigh and consider how to explain it to him. “It’s kind of like getting expelled from school.”


  His eyes get big. Then he gets that crooked smile. “Good. I hate this place.”


  I look out the tinted back windows. Sentinel City, drab and isolated, slips away with every spin of the van’s tires.


  “Me too,” I realize.


  He nods.


  We have something in common again.


  It’s a bumpy, fast ride, and I look around the back of the van, figuring maybe there’d be some backpacks full of brains, clothes other than these medical scrubs, something.


  “Did they give you anything?” I ask, nodding toward the front of the van, where a grate separates us from the Sentinels.


  He shrugs. “Just a hard time.”


  I chuckle. I never know if he knows he’s making a joke, or if he just says funny stuff sometimes. “Did Dad say anything to you?”


  “When?”


  I count to ten so I don’t lunge at him and shove Vera’s pen up one of his nostrils, leaving my finger on the trigger until what’s left of his brain is chopped steak, medium well. “Back there.” I sigh. “In Sentinel City.”


  Another shrug. “He said good-bye to us.”


  “To us?”


  He looks at me the same way I probably look at him most times. “Yeah, you and me. Us.”


  I sit up a little. “What did he say to you and me?”


  An impatient groan, like I’m the dumb-dumb. “I already said. Good. Bye. Is what he said. To us.”


  I shake my head. “Did he say anything else? Think, Stamp. I may never see him again. This is important.”


  So he looks at his lap, his thinking pose, I guess.


  We’re slowing down now, skidding to a stop in what feels like sand. Lots of sand. In the middle of nowhere.


  “Please, Stamp.”


  He looks up from his lap. “He said something, but I can’t remember.”


  The van is stopped now. The front doors slam, and the Sentinels will be opening the back doors any second. “Please,” I whimper, begging him with my eyes.


  Then the doors open, and we’re pulled out, dumped in crusty Florida sand at dawn in the middle of a field dotted by sickly scrub pines.


  By the time I scramble up, the Sentinels are retreating to the front seats. I chase them, yanking on the driver’s sleeve.


  “Hey,” I shout as he spins around, giving me his best bored zombie face. “Hey, what are we supposed to do out there?”


  His partner, the passenger, chuckles. “Didn’t you hear the Elders?” He walks toward the van. “You’re supposed to Vanish.”


  The driver nods and tugs his sleeve away.


  I let him go.


  He looks over his shoulder and cocks a smile. “Have a nice afterlife.”


  The front doors clang, the engine kicks into drive, and the tires spin, spraying us with sand.


  I watch until the taillights blink at the end of a long dirt road, turn left, and disappear.


  Stamp is still sitting in the sand.


  “Get up,” I huff, holding out a hand.


  He raises a hand but is dead weight as I yank him up.


  “I remember now.” He looks down at me.


  “Remember what?”


  I walk toward the road, hoping to find out where they’ve dumped us.


  “Your dad,” he says, loping beside me, threatening to overtake me with his long legs.


  I stop, but he keeps going, and I have to take two quick steps before I can reach his sleeve to twist him around. “What did he say?”


  He looks at me. “He said I should take care of you until he can find us. And that’s what I’m gonna do.”


  He nods and reaches for my hand. I think it’s kind of sweet until I find out it’s just to haul me along behind him.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 12


  Are We There Yet?


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  Stamp sits on a tree stump by a pond while I wash the grime off my face. It won’t improve my looks, but keeping clean makes me feel better. The pond is clear, and the water is warm on my skin.


  It’s been a few hours since the Sentinels left us in their rearview mirror, and we’re just off the main road, which is hardly a road and far from main. Near as I can tell, they dumped us in the middle of some ranch in the center of the state in a town where nobody has raised cattle for decades.


  I haven’t heard a car the entire time, and it’s nearly noon. I don’t have a watch, because I guess that’s not part of the Getting Vanished Package, but I can guess the time from the sun beating down on my neck.


  “Dane’s not coming?” Stamp looks at me as if I promised him a birthday party and took him to the dentist instead.


  I try to keep the spite out of my voice. “Not this time, Stamp.” It’s like Dane and I got divorced and he left me to tell the kid.


  He digs the toe of a cheap black sneaker into the sand. “But Dane always comes.” His disappointment is actually kind of sweet, and I have to admit he has a point.


  Ever since this whole thing started, with me sneaking out to meet Stamp in the dead of night and the rain falling and the lightning flashing, Dane has never been far behind.


  For good or bad, even when we didn’t want to be around each other anymore, we’ve always been there, the three of us. Living together in Orlando, scaring the audience in our monster show. And then, suddenly, Stamp was gone, taken by Val in the dead of night. And that was the beginning of the end for the three of us.


  After she bit Stamp with her Zerker teeth, and made him what he is now, it was like she infected the rest of us. Dane became obsessed with becoming a Sentinel, and I started training with Vera, and Stamp was in a cage, and then there was Courtney, and now we’re all . . . done.


  Vanished, just as the Elders said. And they weren’t kidding.


  We’re miles from anywhere, without a brain in sight, with just the clothes on our backs and no idea where we are, where we’re going, or what we’ll do when we get there.


  “I’m hungry.” Stamp kicks a pebble, and we both watch the ripples through the pond water.


  “Me too.” I can’t remember the last time I fed. I suppose it was when Dane and Courtney showed up at my table goofing and smiling like something out of an Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet rerun.


  “I get mad when I’m hungry,” he warns, eyes big, like he’s telling me something I don’t know.


  “Yeah,” I grunt, standing up. “I’ve seen it.” I reach for his hand.


  But this time he stands on his own. “So we should probably eat.”


  “Yeah, we’re gonna.”


  “Like, soon.”


  “Yeah, I gotcha.” I wave my arms toward the wide, flat landscape, nothing but lone palm trees and scrub brush and waves of heat as far as the eye can see. Florida, the world’s longest putting green. “Do you see any grocery stores around here?”


  “No,” he grumps.


  We start walking. As far as being Vanished goes, Stamp is a good guy to do it with because he’s not a big talker. He can walk for an hour at a time without saying anything. Half the time, I think he forgets I’m here. We follow the road, just along the tree line in case some farmer in a pickup drives by to feed his imaginary cows.


  I know it’s hot, but it doesn’t really faze us because being undead is like walking around with your own refrigerator in the center of your chest. We don’t sweat, we don’t really get tired, and the stiffness I usually feel in my legs wore off about two hours back.


  So we just walk, like Energizer Zombies, feet falling and arms swinging and eyes scanning the horizon. Quietly. Me thinking, and him, well, doing whatever he does in that head of his.


  And then he stops, turns, and touches my shoulder to get me to halt. “Where are we going anyway?”


  I jerk my thumb over my shoulder and look back. “See how the sun is going in that direction?”


  He looks. “Yeah.”


  “Well, a few hours from now, the sun will set. In the west. We’re going in the opposite direction. The east.”


  He nods, impatiently, as if he already knows all this, which I know he probably totally doesn’t. “Okay, but why?”


  “Because Florida really has only two sides, east and west, and I want to get to the other one.”


  “But why?”


  I cluck, open my mouth to answer, then shut it. I have no idea. Honestly, I have no idea why. “I just . . . I grew up there. That’s why.”


  He looks down at me, shading his eyes. “We can’t go back there. Not again.” He sounds almost scared.


  “We’re not. We can’t. But I want to go somewhere like there, get my head right, get some clothes and some money together, get to a computer, check out ZED and figure out how to get there.”


  He turns, like that’s enough for him, and we start walking again. Then he stops. “Who’s Zed?”


  I stop too. “Not who. What. Zerker Education and Dismemberment. Z-E-D. It’s where they took Dad before we got Vanished.”


  He smiles. Or maybe he’s just squinting at the sun. “So then, when you find where it is, we can go rescue him?”


  “That’s the general idea.”


  He nods, and now I see the smile for sure. “Good.”


  We walk till I kind of miss talking to him. “Why good, Stamp?”


  He shrugs. “I guess I miss the old man; that’s all.”


  I chuckle. “I thought you hated him for putting you in a cage all that time.”


  “Not really. If I were him, I’d put me in a cage too.”


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 13


  My Dogs Are Barking


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  I smell the first dog at the same time I see the road sign just ahead:
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  I whisper to Stamp, “Stop.”


  He just keeps stomping along, leaving me in the dust.


  So I have to say it a little louder: “Stop.” And then harsher: “Stop.”


  He turns, irritated, once-boyish face now a mask of gray lines. “Let’s just keep going!”


  So help me, I take a step back.


  We stand here, his neck out, face frozen in rage, me wondering if now would be a good time to retrieve the electric pen, just in case.


  His eyes are clear but seem unfocused, as if they’re looking just to the left of me.


  “Stamp?” I wave both hands at him.


  “Yeah, what?” he growls, but he stands up straighter, blinking rapidly. Then, as if to make up for totally reaming me out, he smiles and says it again: “Yeah, what?”


  “Whoa,” I say, hands still up. “That was . . . unpleasant.”


  He shakes his head, vaguely unapologetic. “I told you I’m hungry, Maddy. Let’s go.”


  I inch closer, grabbing his arm before he can turn. “Do you think I stopped you for no good reason?”


  His lips curl. “Yeah, why else?”


  Ugh, this is going to be a freakishly long ten flippin’ miles.


  I try another approach since, clearly, polite conversation isn’t getting the job done. I sniff the air, and now the dog scent is stronger. “Do you smell that?”


  He is nearly a head taller, and his neck is long, so he supersniffs the air in all four directions before looking back at me. “Kinda funky. What is it?”


  “You mean, you don’t know?”


  Eye roll. “Let’s go, Maddy. I’m starving and . . . dog!” He suddenly brightens, eyes bugging out of his skull like an Elder’s. “I smell dog, right?”


  I walk on, dragging him with me. “Yeah, but I was hoping you’d have a stronger sense of smell now or something.”


  “Me? Why?”


  How do I put this delicately?


  “Well, you’ve got a little extra . . . zombie in you now, right?”


  We’re walking slowly toward the town, this Seagull Shores place, and between waves of dog funk, I can smell ocean, salt, seashore, sand, palm trees, and coconut oil. Just like back home, in Barracuda Bay.


  He wrinkles his nose and not because he’s sniffing the dogs at our backs or tan lines up ahead. “Why? Val bit me, so now I’m more zombie than you are?”


  “Well, yeah. A little, sure.”


  He’s not as mad as before but still mad. “Well, I don’t. I can’t smell better than you, and what’s to smell anyway?”


  I keep my voice calm, which I figure is what he needs now. “Dogs.”


  He turns, looking around, like this is the first he’s heard of it. “Where?”


  Seven. Eight. Nine. Ten. “No, there are dogs to smell; that’s what. That’s what you asked.”


  “When?”


  “Jesus!” I can’t help it.


  “All right, then.”


  We go like that, bickering and trying to communicate as best we can as I sniff and he sniffs and we sniff. There are four or five distinct smells. I can’t explain it. I haven’t been outside of Sentinel City in months, and everyone there smells the same, if at all, so maybe I’m misreading it now that I’m back in the world, but the smells are differently, and definitely, pungent.


  Like one smells sweaty, one angry, one dirty, and one foul. Each uniquely and grossly fragrant. Each with a personality. The closer the smells get, the more distinctive each is.


  “Stamp,” I hiss as the sign for Seagull Shores shows eight miles. “Stamp.”


  I stop. He keeps walking. I’ll catch up if he doesn’t notice soon enough.


  I hear footsteps, different from Stamp’s. Smaller, faster, closer.


  “Stamp!”


  The wind is coming from behind me. Not a breeze, exactly, but moving air just the same. And the smells are changing. The five smells shift to four, then three. Then, suddenly, the smells are replaced by sounds. First comes the dry grass rustling underfoot to my right—no, my left. A twig snapping over there—no, over there.


  And then stronger sounds. The first howl is a soft, low keen. I can tell Stamp doesn’t hear it because he doesn’t flinch the way I do. He’s too far away to talk to now, not even looking back at me anymore. Not even worried about me.


  I pause and reach into my scrubs, unwinding the drawstring from my waistband around the Eliminator. But I never finished my training and, even then, I fought rubber dummies who didn’t move and never fought back and didn’t have teeth or smell like boiling, rancid bat pee.


  I drop the silent treatment and flat-out scream, “Stamp!”


  Finally he turns. He looks down at his side, as if he knows I’ll be there, and then he gets this look on his face when he can’t find me. It’s not a concerned look, exactly. Just impatient. And when he turns to find out where I really am—twelve paces behind his giant praying mantis legs—he just shakes his head and holds his hands up in a Really? gesture.


  “Stamp, I—”


  The growl is loud and near, but still I see nothing. It’s like something you’d hear on a nature channel with the sound turned low in the background.


  We’re in scrub brush and tall, dry grass. Nothing towering like in Children of the Corn or anything but enough to hide a stray dog looking to sneak up and tear your calf muscle out before you can stick a handy ice pick in his ear.


  I was hoping to make it to town before they attacked. Hoping that, if there were cars and surfers and some bad cover band singing Jimmy Buffet songs on the back porch of some raw bar, the dogs would give up and we’d be safe. But I guess they’re not going to patiently wait for us to walk those last six or seven miles into town after all.


  Stamp turns, waving me to him. There’s a football-field-sized patch of sand and scrub between us.


  I frown. Let him and his cricket legs do it. So I wave him back.


  He waves harder.


  I wave faster.


  We could do this all day, but finally he takes a step toward me just as a blur flits across the field in front of us. Black fur, with flashes of white mixed in. I see four legs, furry paws, wide eyes, and white teeth.


  Stamp freezes.


  I press both buttons on the Eliminator, just in case.


  The smells are mingling now, hot and wet and rich.


  Something steps on a dry twig behind me.


  I jerk, Eliminator raised in my right hand, ready to do what it does best. I pivot, just for a moment, to see nothing but waving grass behind me. I watch it, waiting, listening.


  I hear a yip to my right. Not a playful yip. Not at all. And not designed for me to hear but for someone to follow: a signal. And just like that, three dogs creep from the tall grass. One stands directly in front of me, one to my left, and one to my right.


  With everything at my disposal—zombie vision, double the smell, and nothing but the sound of my own footsteps to distract me—still they crept up on me like a squirrel in a full-on nut-gathering frenzy.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 14


  Crunch Time


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  The dogs are snarly and foul. God, they stink. Like it hasn’t rained in weeks and they’ve been writhing in each other’s waste the whole time.


  They are a motley group of mutts and feral dogs, a scabby and toothy pack on the hunt. That’s what this is. There’s no mistaking it. A hunt. The one directly in front of me is a German shepherd, big and bad with greasy fur and ribs showing and giant paws and eyes that never look away from my throat. His tongue lolls to one side, and his low growl is the kind you feel more than hear.


  To my left: a terrier of some kind, black fur and brown paws and ears. Mouth open, jagged white teeth, sniffing with a moist snout.


  To my right: a bony mutt that can’t stop panting.


  I crouch, as Vera taught me, but I know it’s useless if they go all pack mentality and rush me. One at a time is okay. Maybe two if I’m quick enough. But three?


  From behind, in the distance, I hear another yelp, followed by a low growl. I want to turn and see what Stamp is doing, but I know the minute I do, I’m toast. As it is, the German shepherd is stealing forward, the slimy snout rippling above his teeth as the growl gets louder. The two stray dogs on either side of him follow suit.


  Screw it. I’m not waiting for them. Behind me the yelping gets louder, and I realize it’s Stamp growling, not some stray dog. I leap at the German shepherd, startling it momentarily but not for long. I bring the ice pick down hard and fast but miss his ear and jam it in his shoulder instead.


  He’s no dummy. Literally, this dog is no CPR dummy. He yelps, in real pain, squirming and squealing, and I try to yank the Eliminator out of his tough hide, but the dog blitzes out of range, taking my weapon with him and leaving me standing there, defenseless.


  Well, not exactly. I’m reaching for Vera’s pen when the terrier leaps. It’s blinding fast, and I’m strong but slow. I manage to pound its flat, bony head with my fist, and he yelps as I kick out, launching him five or six feet away.


  The third dog tears into my scrubs, slashing at my thigh with his rabid (probably) teeth as I reach down and break his neck with my icy grip. He yips once, wiry and foul in my hand, then goes limp against my leg, sliding down the rip he made seconds ago.


  The terrier comes charging, a blinding black bullet, and I jerk left just in time to see it zip past, landing in the dirt and spinning around to blitz me again.


  He never gets the chance. I turn, crouching when he darts at me.


  Even faster is Stamp, lunging for him, catching him in both hands and twisting his furry little body like a dish towel you’d ring out over the sink.


  No time for a yowl, just a snap and a twist, and Stamp throws him to the ground at his feet, standing tall, teeth bared, dripping fists at his side.


  “Jesus,” I say again, cringing from the look of pure rage in Stamp’s eyes. I’m half expecting him to come and wring me out like a towel as well.


  I look beyond him to the carnage: two dogs lying broken and bloody in the vacant field, their heads torn—no, cracked—open. He stands above me, still and silent, eyes filled with rage, chin slick with fresh blood.


  I hear growling and turn to find the German shepherd standing his ground, listing a little to the side where the Eliminator sticks out of his shoulder, blood dripping from the wound.


  God help me, I have to say it smells delicious. I inch forward, and the wounded stray winces, taking a step back, limping.


  Behind me Stamp walks forward, and I yank him back. He turns, mouth open, and now, up close, I notice for the first time the gore wedged between his teeth.


  “Stop!”


  He shakes his head, turns away from me. “You do it then!”


  I hear crunching behind me and find Stamp, well, you don’t want to know what he’s doing to the wrung-out dog. When I turn back to the German shepherd, he is limping away into the brush. I look down to see a big puddle of blood where he stood, too much to recover from.


  I follow him at a distance, giving him his space. I ignore the crunching sounds of Stamp feeding behind me. Walking along, quietly, slowly, I think about life and death, the strong and the weak, animals and humans, and what I’ve become.


  I asked Dad once, about what happens to an animal when a zombie bites it. Does it reanimate? He thought about it for a moment, then smiled: “Not if you consume the brain, which is the only reason I can think for a zombie to bite an animal.”


  From the sound of what’s going on behind me, there won’t be much dog left to reanimate when Stamp gets done with it. And I wonder if he’d even think to save any for me.


  I hear panting and, a few seconds later, the sound of a body slumping to the ground.


  It’s approaching now, close at hand. I can smell the fear and the weakness and the coming nothingness in the air. It’s stronger than the dog’s sweat and funk, stronger even than the fresh blood trail I’ve been following so eagerly.


  I sit down a few feet away and watch the dog take its final few breaths. They are ragged and unpleasant and far from peaceful, the way I’ve been taught that dogs die from after-school specials and morning cartoons. But then, so little of what I’ve been taught holds true anymore.


  I gasp when at last the life goes out, leaving the dog’s body long and limp and flat, like a duffel bag after you’ve taken everything out and shoved it in your hotel room drawers. It’s so final and fast, as if a string has been cut, letting out all the slack and, poof, instant dog carcass.


  I rise and look behind me, finding Stamp standing still, gore on his chin, looking for me. I sigh and reach over, yanking the Eliminator from the dog’s shoulder. Then I turn it, scalpel side down, and do what needs to be done.


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 15


  Seagull Shores


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  I feel better having fed. What’s more, I feel better having fed myself, if that makes any sense. I’ve been in Sentinel City too long to remember what it was like to snag brains on the fly, to take care of myself without attracting attention. I’ve been fed and clothed and sheltered and trained and zombie coddled, and now I’m Vanished.


  So I guess I better get used to it.


  I tuck my chin as we walk. The sky is dark now, or mostly so. A thin orange line sizzles along the horizon. Fiery red glows like a racing stripe across the distance. I’ve missed the sky. I’ve missed the sand and the sea to one side. But now that I’m here, I find I can’t enjoy any of it.


  “Buck up,” I grunt to myself as Stamp scratches his ear. I’ve done this. We’ve done this before. In Orlando, we all passed every day. Driving to work, earning money, renting an apartment, living in the open, finding our own brain source, making do when we had to. And we did have to.


  But it was easier then. We had clothes and money and a car and licenses and identities. Now I know why the Sentinels call it being Vanished, not banished.


  Banished is just a mindset. You don’t belong anymore. Big deal.


  Being Vanished is the real deal. We are basically naked, like prehistoric savages in a distinctly modern world. We have no identity, no paperwork, no Social Security numbers, no drivers’ licenses or voter registration cards, no photo IDs. All of that was taken from us when we entered Sentinel City, and at the time I didn’t think twice. I handed it over gladly, in fact, figuring we’d never need it again.


  Now I know why Vera didn’t explain it better when I asked her point-blank about it. Why she didn’t foreshadow what was really to come. If she had, I would have fought harder, maybe too hard, and wound up worse than Vanished.


  I look at a sign near the road:


  [image: WelcomeSign]



  



  


  You’re not going to believe this, but there are seagulls all over it. I know, weird—and original and not expected or predictable at all.


  Stamp comes to a stop next to me, like a dog trained to heel. He’s happy now, having fed—a lot. I mean, he’s fed so much he’s almost dopey. Brain drunk, Dane used to call it.


  “What?” Stamp says, but he doesn’t snap at me like before. He’s mellow.


  “This town . . .” I point to the sign, wooden and purposefully distressed and brown with white lettering and blue seagulls flying all over the place as if it was placed here in 1972 and, like a zombie, never aged a single day since. “What do you think?”


  He makes a frowny face like he’s really thinking, but I can tell in his eyes he’s just making it look like he is so I’ll be impressed. “I think I’m tired of walking.”


  “So we’ll stop here?”


  He shrugs.


  I nod and walk on.


  This time he’s the one who grabs my sleeve and yanks me back.


  “We should wait.” He nods at his own suggestion, as if maybe that will make me nod too. He’s still looking at the sign, his feet firmly planted by the side of the road.


  “Wait? Why wait?” I look around. The sun is done setting, the street lights are flickering on one by one, and it must be a weeknight because the place is dead.


  Barracuda Bay was the same way. Dad used to say they rolled the sidewalks up at 9:00 sharp every night.


  Stamp nudges my shoulder not so gently. “I don’t want to get caught. We should wait a little while, see what it feels like.”


  Almost on cue, headlights flash in the distance followed by the sound of an engine.


  We dip, low and fast, among the palm trees by the welcome sign and watch as a police cruiser passes slowly. Not slowly enough to make me think he saw us, but the lights on top of the cruiser remind me of where I stand: barely hidden, wearing grungy, bloody hospital scrubs, no ID, no purse, no good reason for being here.


  Suddenly I realize why Vera gave me her pen. We’re alone, stranded, abandoned, betrayed, and cursed, and if we don’t get off the street, lie low, and figure out a game plan fast, there’s no telling what the Normals will do with us.


  We would not be the first zombies discovered by Normals. Barracuda Bay was never the first or the last outbreak on the planet. I know that now that I’ve been in Sentinel City long enough to watch them go out on patrol, sometimes every single week and at least every month. They’re not heading out into the world, suited up and clutching Tasers, for their health. They’re out there putting down a little infestation here, checking out a zombie sighting there. I know that now. I know how it works.


  But without the Sentinels’ protection, without the Keepers’ cooperation with local authorities, without that little cushion between us and the real world, the Normals will do what they want with us and make no apologies later. Lock us away, tear us apart, ship us off to Washington to be studied or out into the sea to be lost and forgotten.


  Vera was right when she said I was no better than a Zerker now. This is how they live, I figure: crouched and gory and avoiding human contact unless they get hungry enough to seek and snuff it out.


  Long after the cruiser is gone, I stay crouched behind the skinny trees, shaking my head at the insanity of what we’re doing and how and even where we’re doing it. The weight of our reality shoves me to the ground, where I sit, no idea what to do or where to find ZED, let alone how to get Dad back.


  Stamp slides down next to me, sitting cross-legged like a kindergartener by my side. “What are we thinking?” he asks, leaning in and whispering as loud as he normally talks, but he’s so serious about it all I can’t even shush him.


  I reach for his hand and he lets me hold it. “I’m thinking we’re scared.”


  “Me too.” Then a few seconds later: “What are you scared about?”


  “I’m scared of getting caught. What are you scared about?”


  He nods. “Me too.”


  We sit quietly like that, hidden by the welcome sign’s shadow. There again is the sound of ocean in the distance and the salt air for the first time in months. Scratch that, nearly a year.


  I never thought what life would be like outside of Sentinel City. Between Dane joining the Sentinels and Vera’s training, I was content to live out the rest of my days fighting Zerkers, keeping Normals safe, and laughing with Dane over brain bars in the canteen, visiting Stamp in his cage on the down low, and watching the Sentinels fill Dad’s dorm room with souvenir crap every time he handed them another shopping list.


  And now, here I am in the wild again. What am I going to do? What are we going to do?


  “We should get walking,” Stamp answers, pulling me up as he stands.


  “Wait. Was I talking out loud? Just now?”


  “Sure. Why?” He drags me into the shrubs, and we find a scruffy path into town, parallel to the road but not on it. Close enough to see the asphalt with our zombie vision but not close enough to be seen by mere mortals.


  “I’m losing it, Stamp.”


  He chuckles softly, and I realize we’re still holding hands. “Welcome to the club.”


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 16


  Zombie Squatters


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  Now I know what it feels like to be a Zerker. To hide in the shadows, to live in the dark, to not come out in the light. Every snap of every twig, every tree rustle, every moaning branch I stop, crouching and dragging Stamp down with me. We follow the tree line all night long, down one residential street after another, looking closely at the For Sale signs; there are a lot of them.


  The streets are all the same: suburban and long and neat and clean. Pumpkins flicker on the front stoops, reminding me that fall is here once again and that means I’m an undead year older.


  The houses are mostly new or refurbished or just really, really clean. Most streets have about eight or nine houses on one side, eight or nine on the other, with a cul de sac featuring three or more at the far end. Each driveway has one or two cars, nice ones, a fine layer of dew already misting the windshields, though we’re still a few hours from dawn.


  Every fifth or sixth house seems to be for sale, but I don’t find what I’m looking for until we’re halfway down our seventh street of the night: a postcard Florida street called, naturally, Lumpfish Lane.


  “Here,” I hiss, pulling Stamp behind the plastic trash cans and recycling bins lined up in front of the garage. “This one.”


  “Why?” he asks, not whispering at all.


  I point to the For Sale sign. “That’s why.”


  He looks up and down the street, pointing at three identical signs. “Why not those houses?” His face crumples as he tries to figure it out, but I don’t have time.


  “Because they don’t have that . . .” I point to the magnetic yellow Foreclosure banner slapped kitty-corner across the realtor’s sign.


  He wrinkles his nose. “What’s that mean?”


  I forget about his scrambled brain and curse the Zerker that Dad couldn’t bleed out of him. “It means no one lives here,” I say, dragging him up. We walk along the side of the house toward the backyard. “It means we can stay here and nobody will bother us if we don’t do anything stupid.”


  He stops me halfway down the side of the house to turn back and look at the sign, squinting so he can really check it out. “It says all that? But it’s so small.”


  I chuckle and jerk him forward again. “Kind of,” I mutter. “I might be paraphrasing a little.”


  There is a wooden fence, leaning a bit but in pretty good shape otherwise, with a door where the wood meets the back wall of the house. I unlatch it pretty easily, popping my scalpel out of the Eliminator and sliding it through the crack until the latch pops and the door creaks open.


  I lug Stamp inside and shut the door quietly. There is a lap pool featuring some questionable water, leaves floating on the calm, black surface.


  The house is on a canal, and there is a dock and, lapping quietly next to it in the water, a small sailboat. Every so often there is the soft clink-clink of metal on metal, rigging against mast. Next to the pool is a screened porch with no furniture and beyond that a sliding glass door to an empty living room.


  I stand there, finger on my chin. “Now to get into the—”


  Stamp wrenches the screen door open, and I figure it was probably locked and he just broke it, but you know what? I’ll replace it once we’re able to pass better and I can walk into the nearest hardware store in something other than draggled scrubs.


  The big patio is tiled, and I think how nice it would look with wicker furniture and cute red throw pillows. Not too red, maybe even maroon with oversized black buttons down the middle. And a little table for two where you could sit on cool nights and eat chips and salsa and listen to the river lap against the dock pilings or maybe even some steel drum music oozing from your iPod.


  Crunch goes the sliding glass door lock as Stamp forces it open as well. I sigh and look at the Eliminator I was going to use, retracting the blades and sliding it back into my waistband.


  The house smells musty, as if no one has been here for months.


  Just to get rid of him for a few minutes so I can clear my head, I tell Stamp, “Go check upstairs. Make sure no one else is squatting here.”


  He nods eagerly, as if I’ve sent him on some spy mission full of danger and intrigue and martinis. I hear him clomping heavily up the stairs, the very opposite of secret. I rush through the rooms downstairs: kitchen, dining room, living room, guest bath, two-car garage, laundry room, and guest room in the back.


  Not a stick of furniture was left behind, not a leftover fork or sponge or battery or refrigerator magnet or bottle of bleach. I check the locks on the front door and lower all the blinds.


  I clomp up the stairs to find Stamp looking out a guest bedroom window, peering at the street below. He looks so peaceful I hate to bug him.


  “What’s up?” I ask, touching his shoulder gently.


  He doesn’t even flinch. “I thought I saw someone under that street light.”


  I scoot him out of the way and look through the blinds. A street lamp sends down a cone of orange light in the predawn darkness, but I don’t see anyone now. Still, we both know that doesn’t mean anything.


  “Did it look like one of us?”


  He studies me and thinks for a second. “No, not really.”


  We watch for a little while more, but nothing happens. “It could have been someone out walking their dog,” I suggest, backing away from the window. The space is small, like a child’s room, and I think it’s a good fit for Stamp.


  He furrows his leathery brow. “Without a dog?”


  I shrug and drift away to see the rest of the upstairs: another small bedroom right next to Stamp’s, a guest bathroom, a small loft overlooking the downstairs, and then the master suite, twice as big as Stamp’s room with its own little balcony and master bath.


  It has hardwood floors and lots of room, and the balcony overlooks the pool and river. Again, I find myself decorating in my mind, wondering if I’ll ever be able to walk into a Pottery Barn and buy a throw pillow and bring it to a home I live in and put it on a chair I own.


  Stamp trudges in and taps my shoulder, a mischievous smile on his face. “How do you like my room?”


  I look around at all the space and frown. “Your room?”


  “Yeah, I called it.” He sounds indignant, like how dare I even ask.


  “When?”


  He avoids my gaze. “When you were downstairs. Didn’t you hear me?”


  I shake my head and shrug. It’s the perfect end to one of the worst days of my afterlife.


  


  


  


  Chapter 17


  B & E and ME


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  I keep track of everything in a little notebook I found by the cash register. Yes, I feel bad for breaking and entering. Yes, I feel terrible for stealing. But if we don’t get regular street clothes, we may never be able to pass among the Normals, and this thrift shop was the only place within walking distance of the house on Lumpfish Lane that looked like it didn’t feature sixteen surveillance cameras and a silent alarm and booby traps on the fire escape out back.


  Stamp is at home, sitting in his room, waiting for me. At least, I hope he is. God, please let him be. I made him promise not to go anywhere, but he’s so unpredictable now.


  We’ve been sitting in that silent house on Lumpfish Lane for almost two full days. I couldn’t take it anymore. After talking Stamp out of coming with me, which took half an hour, here I am, a felon, skulking around in the dark.


  I hurry through the thrift shop, grabbing a backpack and a duffel bag, stuffing them both to the gills with anything that looks like it might fit, writing it down in the little notebook, tallying the little cardboard price tags dangling off each sleeve or cuff or shoelace or belt loop.


  As I work, I picture Stamp getting restless cooped up in the house, ignoring my instructions and walking outside, knocking on the neighbors’ front doors, asking everyone on the street where I might be and could he come in and wait a while and, oh, by the way, do they have any brains, and if not, that’s okay; the ones in their skull cages will do just fine, thank you very much.


  I bring some clothes into a dressing room and slip them on. Yes, I know I could stand naked in the middle of the store and no one would see me at this time of night, but old habits die hard.


  It’s nothing fancy, just some fresh underwear, an olive tank top, maroon track pants, and a gray-and-black-striped hoodie. I slip on some of those footie socks and a pair of off-brand walking shoes, a little snug but they’ll do. I’ll wear them in while walking around Seagull Shores in the dark for the next few nights, I’m sure.


  Outside of the dressing room, I spot a rack and grab a few hats, remembering my burr head and what it might look like to the Normals. There’s a ball cap for some local team, the Seahorses or whatnot, and I slip it on and shove the rest in my pack.


  There are sunglasses by the cash register, and I grab some of those as well, just in case. By the time I tally everything up, and I keep rounding up because I’m sure I missed a few things along the way, it all comes to $126. Yikes.


  It’s gonna take a lot of picking pennies up off the street and checking soda machines for spare change to pay that back. Or who knows? Maybe I can pawn the sailboat behind the house on Lumpfish Lane or something. I’ll figure it out one way or another before we leave town.


  I slip the backpack and duffel bag over my shoulders, climb on top of a shelf in the middle of the store, and slip through the ceiling tile opening I entered through forty minutes ago.


  I replace it, hoping no one will notice the stuff I took. Okay, maybe they’ll catch the three twenties I took out of the deposit bag from the manager’s office, but maybe the bank will blame the manager and the manager will blame the bank and it will all end in a draw: he said; she said. No harm, no foul.


  I just don’t want anyone mad at me is all. I may be Vanished, one level of zombie above a Zerker, but that doesn’t mean I have to turn into some lawless punk taking good money away from innocent Normals just trying to run a business.


  The air-conditioning vent on the roof is a tight squeeze, but I’m smaller than I used to be and not so panicked about the side of the thin metal tube pressing against my chest as I pull, pull, pull myself up and out of it. When I’m standing on the roof again, I slide the round top back on the vent and walk to the edge.


  I’m in downtown Seagull Shores now, standing above something like a main street or just off it. There’s a post office at one end, a bank at the other, a drug store and a men’s store and a women’s store and an ice cream parlor—and no one is around. The clock on the bank says in big, red digital numbers that it’s 4:43 a.m., and that feels about right.


  I smell the salt air and hear the crash of the waves to my right as I step down the fire escape to the street below. I grab my bags’ straps atop each shoulder and look both ways before slinking through the same alleys I crept up to get here.


  There is a convenience store between the thrift shop and the house on Lumpfish Lane. A bench sits out front between two newspaper machines. I shove my bags under it, pull down my Seahorses ball cap, and walk inside, the three twenties from the deposit bag crisp in my hoodie pocket. The lights are bright, which is good. Not because it makes me look better, but it makes everyone else look bad, so hopefully I won’t stand out too much.


  The clerk is tall and thin with short, red hair and big, black glasses and a tan-and-red Stop N Go vest. He barely looks up from his girly mag as I walk in and head for the drink aisle. I grab some generic grape soda, something sweet and cold, and make for the pet food aisle, looking past the name-brand stuff to the cut-rate cat food, smiling when I see lamb brains down the long list of ingredients on the back of the can.


  It’ll do for now.


  I walk to the register and slide the items next to the guy’s magazine, which isn’t full of naked girls, as I first thought, but muscle cars. I stand there, money out while he reads the last paragraph and looks up.


  “Oh, hi,” he says, meeting my gaze.


  I wait for him to grimace, but he doesn’t. I can’t imagine he gets many supermodels in the joint in the middle of the night, and even undead I probably look better than half of his regular customers.


  He rings the stuff up so slowly I have time to notice the pumpkin-scented candles on display by the cash register. I ask him to add a few of them to my bill and then grab two 99-cent cigarette lighters at the last minute.


  It comes to $12.79, and I hand him one of the stolen twenties, taking the change while he double-bags my stuff. “Quite the midnight snack,” he says, shoving everything in one bag.


  “My cat Trixie got hungry.”


  He doesn’t even flinch, just slides the bag across the counter and goes back to his magazine.


  I nod and take the bag, divvying up the items between the backpack and duffel bag so they’re easier to carry through town. I save one bottle of cheap grape soda, sipping it slowly on the way back to the house on Lumpfish Lane, my dry, dead cells welcoming the sugar rush that will last a few minutes until, like everything else we eat, it evaporates in the endlessly hungry wastelands that are our innards.


  I finish it under the street light beneath our window, looking up. When I shield my eyes against the weak orange light, I see Stamp looking out between the slats.


  He seems happy to see me. Or maybe it’s just the soda bottle I have in my hand.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 18


  Ground Rules


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  Feel better?”


  Stamp burps, wipes the cheap grape soda off his lips, and nods.


  We’re in the kitchen, sitting cross-legged on the tile floor, a pumpkin spice candle flickering between us, and it looks so ’80s B movie that I half expect one of us to whip out a Ouija board any minute. The shades are drawn in every room, as tight as they can clench, but still I don’t want to risk being seen on our third night in the house on Lumpfish Lane.


  A few seconds later, he adds, “Much.”


  And it’s been so long since I asked him, I think, Much what? Then I realize he means much better. I shake my head. Talking to Stamp is like being on a seven-minute delay.


  I wonder, as I watch him tidy up his cat food tins and empty soda bottles, if he and Dad ever just sat and talked like this back in the lab. I bet they did. Speech therapy, as Dad called it, was a big part of their work together.


  He’s kind of in a trance, moving slowly but purposefully. When he catches me looking, he smiles shyly, as if we hardly know each other. “Do you think she’ll find us?”


  My back is to a row of kitchen cabinets, and he’s in front of the kitchen sink. “Who, Val?”


  He nods.


  “I don’t know. I imagine she’s far away from here by now.” Half of me truly believes that, or at least wants to, and the other half just doesn’t want to worry him.


  Too late. He shakes his head pretty adamantly. “No, she isn’t.”


  “What do you mean, Stamp? She broke out of Sentinel City almost a week ago by now. Why would she stick around that long when she knows every Sentinel in Florida is looking for her?”


  “Stop talking so fast.” His tone is soft, but his words are hard.


  I blink a couple of times. “What?”


  “I mean, I can’t keep up with you when you talk like that.”


  I nod. That makes sense. “I’m sorry, Stamp. I’m used to talking to . . .”


  He nods. “Dane, I know. And Dane is fast, I know. But I’m not anymore, so slow down please.”


  “Okay, I will.”


  The pumpkin smell is strong. I don’t know if it’s my zombie sense or a really strong candle, but I blow it out. We don’t really need it anyway. I just thought it would be nice to live like Normals for a change, lighting a candle in the dark, having a picnic on the kitchen floor.


  Guess not.


  We sit silently while our eyes adjust. In a few seconds, the room glows a soft, gentle yellow even without the flickering of the candle. Zombie vision, I call it. Dad could never explain it, said there’s no good reason why a dead thing’s eyes should see better than a living one’s, but here it is just the same. It’s been this way ever since Barracuda Bay.


  Stamp moves his hand in front of his face. “I almost forgot we could do this,” he marvels, like a kid on Christmas morning.


  “We can do a lot,” I remind him. “We’re the good guys, remember?”


  “Not me.” He’s pouting. I can see his features, harsh in the hazy yellow glow. “Not anymore.”


  “That’s not true. You’re here with me, and nothing’s gone wrong, right?”


  “Not yet.”


  I raise my voice. “Stamp, listen to me. Look at me.” I wait until he does. “You’re a good zombie. You’re not like Val. You never could be, even if Dad hadn’t sucked half the Zerker out of you.”


  “You say that now, but just wait. You don’t know.”


  “I don’t want to know. If a guy like you can go bad, then . . . I don’t want to know. Don’t you remember, back in Barracuda Bay, how you saved me from Val?”


  He leans in, as if getting a better look at me will help him remember. Finally, he rests his back against the cabinet and shakes his head. “I was all bad then. I forget a lot.”


  “Well, I don’t. I remember, and if it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t be here today.”


  “Really?”


  I reach across and touch his knee. “Really. If you hadn’t saved me, Val would have torn me limb from limb.”


  He nods but scoots back a little, so that my hand falls to the floor. “Maybe, maybe I can save you again when Val comes.”


  “She’s not coming,” I hiss.


  He nods. “You’re right.” Then, after another seven-second delay that feels like two minutes, he adds, “She’s already here.”


  “You saw her?” I’m ready to get up, grab my Eliminator, and cut the next tiny blonde witch I see.


  “No, but I feel her. She’s part of me, remember.”


  “She bit you. You’re not linked or something.”


  He shrugs. “You don’t know that.”


  “I pretty much do. That’s not how it’s supposed to work.”


  He cocks his head. “This isn’t how dead is supposed to work either.”


  I open my mouth to argue, but then I give up. He’s right. More often than not. More often than me.


  “Okay, so you feel like Val is here?”


  He nods.


  “So we have to be careful,” I add. “Extra careful. Which is pretty much why we haven’t left this house in three days.”


  He gets to his knees and crawls to me. He seems a little faster now.


  “What are you doing, Stamp?”


  He sits next to me, facing out of the kitchen toward the living room and the foyer. “Being more careful.”


  I chuckle. He always was a sly one. “Gotcha. Right.”


  “Can you hug me?”


  I inch away to get a better look at his face. “How is that being more careful?”


  He smiles. “It’s not. Sometimes you just need a hug at night. Your dad would give them to me sometimes, when Val wasn’t around or even if she was and he knew I extra needed one.”


  “He would?” Sweet as he is, for the life of me I can’t picture Dad hugging Stamp.


  Stamp shrugs. “Yeah, he was a good hugger.”


  I snort. “Yes, yes, he was.” Then I wonder how long it’s been since I’ve had a hug from Dad. “Okay, come here.”


  He leans in, head on my shoulder, and I have to put my arms around him while his arms stay at his side. Has he forgotten how to hug? Or is he just afraid of what might happen if he does?


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 19


  Stranger Danger


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  Whatcha doing?”


  My fingers fly to the Eliminator in my front pocket. I’m creeping out of the back gate, looking left when a voice comes from the right.


  I turn and find a short Asian girl standing casually just outside the door. I’d jump back inside if I could move that fast.


  I shut the fence door behind me just the same, the plastic Stop N Go bag full of empty grape soda bottles and cat food tins dangling in my free hand. “Nothing. Just taking out the trash.” I try to sound defensive.


  She puts her hands up and takes a step back. “Okay, yeah, I see that now.”


  She is pretty, in a tomboyish sort of way. Short and stocky, straight black hair clipped severely across her forehead, very little makeup but a soft, clear complexion. She has on long black jogging shorts with white stripes down the side and a Spider-Man T-shirt. Her black-and-white basketball shoes are untied, and her white socks go up to her knees, which is about where the hems of her shorts end.


  “You must have moved in when I wasn’t looking,” she says cryptically, nodding toward the back gate as if wanting to be let in. “I’ve been waiting forever for some other kids to move onto this street.”


  I wasn’t expecting to see anyone so soon and don’t really have a cover story down yet, but she’s kind of just given me one. I add to it quickly: “Uh, yeah, my brother and I didn’t get here until just a few days ago. We were supposed to be here last week, but the bus broke down in Tallahassee, so . . . here we are.”


  “You moved . . . by bus?”


  Um, yeah, she’s right. That was kind of stupid. Well, hell, they never covered being Vanished in my Keeper training. I keep it going: “Well, not exactly. My parents won’t be here until next week, but they wanted my brother and I to get checked into school early, so we came ahead so we wouldn’t miss much more of the school year.”


  That goes down a little better.


  She looks at the house, up and down and then up again. I wonder if Stamp is back upstairs, studying her through the blinds. I try to follow her gaze and see nothing but closed shutters and pulled drapes and a normal Florida suburban house.


  “So, cool, like, you have the whole house to yourself all week? Party time!” She pumps a fist.


  But I don’t join her, for obvious reasons. “Yeah, no, it’s not really like that.”


  She takes another step back. “Cool, okay, you’re straitlaced; I get it. Me too. I mean, I’m not really the party type, you know. I just thought, if you were, well . . . I didn’t want to make a bad first impression.”


  I lean on the fence, trying to be casual but wanting to run. But I’ve come this far, and she hasn’t bolted away screaming Zombie yet, so maybe it’ll work.


  Maybe.


  “So where’s your brother?”


  Man, this chick. If I can pass with her and her wannabe crime scene investigative skills, we may get out of this re-alive after all.


  “Still sleeping. Have you ever tried sleeping on a bus?” I yawn for effect.


  Her curious eyes tell me I’m overdoing it more than just a little. Then she stands at attention and juts out a hand. “Oh my gosh, I can’t believe we haven’t even introduced ourselves this whole time. I’m Lucy Toh.”


  I pull my hand from where I’ve been warming it against the back of my sweatpants and take her hand. I haven’t had much time, so I hope the temperature isn’t too bad. She doesn’t say anything, so maybe I did all right.


  But then she pulls her hand back. “You sick or something?” She reaches into one of the pockets of her shorts and pulls out a travel-size bottle of hand sanitizer, something pink and cherry scented, splotzing it all over her hands and sliming them together.


  “A little,” I say, taking the bait. “Like I said, two days on a bus, you catch a lot of germs.”


  Her hands now dry and clean, she taps a foot.


  “What?” I say.


  “I showed you mine; you show me yours.”


  I blink a couple of times.


  “Name. You never told me your name.”


  “Maddy,” I say on instinct, as I did a thousand times in Orlando without thinking twice. “Maddy Swift.”


  She smiles and looks more girly that way. “I like that. Sounds kind of like a superhero name.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah, you don’t think so?”


  I shrug. “I’ve never really thought about it before.”


  She looks at me—specifically, at what I’m wearing. Black sweatpants, too-tight sneakers, gray pullover with a zipper collar. “So you’re not going to school here yet?”


  “Not yet. Like I said . . .”


  “Your parents, yeah, got it. So, well, when do you start?”


  “I dunno. I guess when my parents get here and bring my paperwork and stuff.”


  She seems busy all of a sudden. Restless, as if I’m keeping her, when she was the one stalking me. “Okay, well, maybe I’ll come over later. After school, I mean.”


  My eyes get big. “Oh well, really, I mean, the place is a mess and the furniture isn’t here or anything, so . . .”


  But she’s already running on her stumpy legs to the house next door, up the steps and stopping on the front porch, hand on the doorknob. “Cool. It’s a date. See you then.”


  I watch her walk inside, cursing myself while smiling, waving like an idiot. A big, Vanished, zombie idiot. The door shuts behind her, and a light goes on inside.


  I’m about to turn around when I notice the divot in her front yard. I inch a little closer, not wanting to be seen but needing a better look.


  I fiddle with the trash can, like maybe I’m throwing something away, and steal a glance. Sure enough, I see fresh grass, kind of a different color, on a square divot of lawn. It’s a little lower than the rest. Fresher too.


  I creep inside the gate, pretty sure there was a For Sale sign in front of that house just the other day.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 20


  Street Cred


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  The doorbell rings later that afternoon, right on time. I curse as Stamp peeks out the dining room blinds while I crouch behind the front door, Eliminator close at hand to decapitate any and all comers: traveling Bible salesmen, Zerkers, SWAT teams, whatever. Bring it.


  He makes his crumple face. “Did you order Chinese?”


  Jesus. It must be Lucy. “Don’t say that, Stamp!”


  He lets the blind down, face blank and hurt. “Why? What’d I say?”


  “Not all Asian people deliver Chinese food . . . I mean Asian food, Stamp.”


  His eyes get wide, like this is big news to him. “No, I know that, but this Asian person has Chinese Asian food. She’s waving at me. I think it’s for us.”


  Holy God. Have I screwed up that badly? Already? Four days in town, and I’ve already blown our cover?


  I open the door and, indeed, Lucy Toh has come bearing Chinese food. “It’s from my parents’ place,” she says as I slip the door shut right behind her. “They own Lop Sing’s in the Breezeway Strip Mall. Right by the Family Value Mart?”


  She says it so casually, as if she thinks I should know where it is, and I think I do. Wasn’t the thrift shop where I stole the clothes I’m wearing right now in the Breezeway Strip Mall?


  Or was it in the Sailfish Shopping Center?


  The Grouper Galleria?


  “It smells so good,” I say, standing in the doorway so she’ll see she’s not really welcome. “Thank you so much, but our parents don’t really want us to have people over while they’re not . . .”


  Forget it. Too late. She’s already breezing in.


  She’s in a gingham skirt now and high knee socks and shiny black shoes and a maroon blazer with a school crest on the outside of the left lapel. She must go to a private school.


  “When did you say your parents were coming, again?” she asks, walking right into the kitchen, where she puts the food on the counter.


  Stamp follows her like a puppy.


  I think she kind of likes it.


  “Next week,” I say, trying to remember what I said just this morning. Ack, I’m no good at this being Vanished stuff! I’m going to get us nabbed before I ever have a chance to find out where ZED is and, more importantly, how Dad is.


  “So what are you going to do until then?” She’s busy taking out the food, lining it up precisely.


  Stamp lurks, sniffing over her shoulder, glancing at me with a look on his face that says, Is it okay?


  I shake my head. Half Zerker or no, he knows we can’t eat Normal food. A little meat, maybe, but very little and cooked rarely. Then again, who knows what Zerkers can and can’t do? I should have asked Dad more about them while I had the time.


  He ate that Twinkie all up on my birthday and didn’t keel over, right? Could Chinese food be much different?


  “Thanks for all this Asian food, Lucy,” I stumble. “But we—”


  She smirks, looking at Stamp. “Asian food?” She looks back at me. “It’s Chinese food . . . It’s okay. You can say it. Chinese. Food.” She chuckles.


  Stamp chuckles too, but I know from the glazed look in his eyes he’s just being nice to whoever brought him food.


  “Oh, okay, well, I never know what I should call it. I mean you . . . I mean . . . Oh, man . . .” I bury my face in my hands, hoping when I look up Lucy and her food will be long gone.


  No such luck. She turns to me with a half-skeptical, half-disappointed, half-superior look (yes, I’m aware that’s too many halves). “You must not hang around a lot of minorities.”


  I give her the same look back and cluck. Honey, if Val gets her way, I think, the human race is about to become one giant minority.


  She arches a smooth eyebrow.


  Out loud I say, “Sorry. It’s just, where I come from, everybody’s pretty much the same.”


  And it’s true. White, black, red, or brown, we all turn up the same shade of freshly poured concrete, gray after a week or two of being undead. Shoot, the Council of Elders could be the original Temptations, for all I know.


  She leans against the counter, studying me more carefully. “I guess you were just trying to be polite.”


  I don’t say anything more.


  She looks up at Stamp, who stands next to her like a giant lap dog begging for scraps. “What’s up with this guy?”


  “That’s Stamp,” I say, because what else can I call him? I’m me and he’s him—and if Lucy keeps pushing, I don’t know what will happen.


  Obviously I’m not going to decapitate her like a CPR dummy.


  I’m no Zerker, but it will mean gagging her with her own prep school tie and going out to the backyard for a bunch of garden hose to tie her hands while Stamp and I make our way out of Seagull Shores for good.


  “Hi, Stamp,” she says, sticking out a hand.


  I gasp.


  Even though Dane and I taught Stamp the whole sit-on-your-hands trick back in Orlando, I’m pretty sure he’s forgotten it by now.


  Sure enough, on reflex, he just holds out his hand.


  Lucy takes it almost greedily. Her eyes get big, and she looks at me, not Stamp. “My, how cold your hands are.”


  “He’s been sick,” I state flatly, because suddenly this witch is on my last nerve. “So if he can’t eat any of your food, just forgive him.”


  “Oh, he can at least eat the meat, right, Stamp?”


  Stamp looks at me, but I look at her. “He can have a little.”


  She pulls out white boxes with red dragons on the sides and little aluminum tins with white lids. “This is moo shu pork,” she says, opening one and filling the kitchen with wafting steam clouds of hot, Normal goodness. “Lots of meat for you.”


  “Not lots,” I interject, leaning against the counter so I can keep one hand close to the Exterminator. “But maybe just a little.”


  Stamp nods, and a part of me is happy to see she hasn’t completely lured him away with the promise of hot animal flesh. She undoes a Baggie and hands him a plastic fork.


  “Okay?” she says to him.


  He kind of nods and digs in.


  While he’s busy, an awkward silence grows between me and Lucy. She breaks it first.


  “So, look,” she says, gazing past me. “Let me just put this out there: I know who you guys are.”


  As I blink rapidly, she finally looks at me. “Or, should I say, what you are.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 21


  Brain Busted


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  She slides two sheets of paper out of a red-and-black plaid messenger bag covered with sew-on pink-and-black skull patches. She sets the pages facedown on the kitchen counter.


  It’s pretty hard to hyperventilate when you can’t breathe.


  Hard but apparently not impossible.


  “That’s not us,” I spit, tapping the counter but not touching the papers. “It can’t be us.”


  She cocks her head, straight hair leaning with it. “I never said it was you. She turns the sheets over, and I can tell right away from the big, bold letters on the first one: they are Missing posters.


  I look at Stamp, but he’s still digging for strips of meat in the moo shu pork.


  Idly, not even really conscious while I’m doing it, I warn him, “Not too much.”


  He nods at me just as robotically, as if to say, “Stuff it, lady. I’ll eat as much as I want.”


  Meanwhile I’m transported back to Barracuda Bay where, in every shop window, taped to the side of every mailbox, stapled to every tree, the same kind of Missing posters littered our beach town during my last few weeks as a living, breathing human.


  Three girls had gone missing from my own Home Ec class before I became one of the living dead and learned they weren’t missing at all but dead, their brains food for the Zerkers.


  I slide these new posters toward me.


  Lucy watches me carefully, Stamp munching indiscriminately.


  The first poster is for a boy, slim and handsome in his yearbook photo. They always use a yearbook photo for these things. His name is Armand Suit, and he was captain of the swim team up until three days ago when he went for an early morning jog and never came back.


  The second poster is for a girl. She’s blonde and sun-kissed in her yearbook photo, the kind of girl you see all over Florida beach towns, slim and pretty in a bikini or short shorts, hair pulled back, zinc on her nose, always on the way to or from the beach.


  Her name is Cecile Brigham, and she’s an honor student, captain of the volleyball team. She, too, went missing the other morning while running with . . . Armand Suit.


  I look up at Lucy, narrowing my gaze. It’s my new thing. It’s kind of like a laser beam squint, but it doesn’t seem to faze Lucy much. “I thought you had to wait at least a few days before reporting someone missing,” I say. “This could be some senior skip day prank or ‘Let’s run off to Make-out Point and make out all day.’”


  She nods. “You’re probably right, except Cecile’s dad is the sheriff, and she hasn’t missed a school day since second grade. She’s been gunning for the perfect attendance award since the first day of freshman year and, as lame as that sounds, if you knew her, you’d realize that if she’s not at school twenty minutes early on a weekday, then she’s missing.”


  I slide the posters back. “You said you know what we are. What does this have to do with us?”


  She eyes me coolly. “Nothing, or you’d be locked up by now.”


  I lean a hand on the counter, peaceful, cold, and pale. The other is about two millimeters from my Eliminator. “Quit playing around, Lucy. Spit it out or hit the road and take your food with you. Stop now, Stamp. That’s enough!”


  They both flinch.


  While I’ve got his attention, I wrench the tin out of his grip. Half of it is gone. “Stamp?”


  He shrugs and uses a sleeve to wipe the oily brown moo shu juice off his lips.


  When I look back at Lucy, she’s pulling something out of her messenger bag. I swear I almost click the button on my Eliminator and shove the ice pick through her wrist just for kicks, but I give her a second.


  Out comes a book. Well worn, dog-eared, as if she’s been studying it for quite some time. Weeks, at least. The title leaps out at me in those cheesy blood-dripping letters, like the ones in those bad late-night horror movie titles: The Living Dead for Losers.


  She flashes those superior eyes at me. “I’m not stupid, you know. You show up in the middle of the night, in a foreclosed home, wearing bloody hospital scrubs, and—don’t look at me like that, Maddy Swift. I’m a light sleeper, heard the back gate slam the other night and couldn’t sleep. You couldn’t either, I guess. Walking around in the house all night, eating—what was it—grape juice and cat food by candlelight?”


  She thumbs through the book, finding a dog-eared page. She scrolls down it with maroon-painted nails until she finds what she’s looking for, reads it out loud as if we’re in Reanimation Reform School or something:


  “The living dead cannot partake of humans’ food, except in the rare cases of sugary sodas, which replenish their decaying cells with much-needed liquid energy and the occasional can of pet food, many varieties of which feature brains as a main ingredient, especially those off-brands found in all-night convenience stores. While such food cannot sustain the living dead indefinitely, in periods where fresh human or even animal brains are scarce, the latent brain tissue found in the processed product can keep their energy levels high enough to keep them alive for up to two weeks . . .”


  She actually has a pleasant reading voice. You can tell she’s good in school.


  Still, I make a sneer face. “So, because we like grape juice and fed a stray cat for a few nights, we’re . . . what does it say?” I make a big show of snatching the book out of her hands, slapping it shut to gaze at the front cover. “The living dead?”


  Lucy rolls her eyes and does a soft golf clap.


  I’d blush if I could.


  “Very nice performance, Maddy. Maddy Swift, did you say?”


  I nod, dreading the decision to use my real name as she digs into her messenger bag. That stupid bag! What is it, bottomless or something? Magic? Did Hermione herself give it to her?


  She pulls out a few printed pages, and when she holds the first up, the afternoon rays filtering through the blinds spotlight the banner page from the Barracuda Bay Bugle.


  “. . . tragic news from the horrible fire that claimed the lives of dozens of students when the gym ignited due to faulty wiring during this year’s Fall Formal,” Lucy reads in her pleasant, Honors English voice. “The body of Madison Swift, daughter of Cobia County’s chief coroner and junior at Barracuda Bay High, was found amid the rubble, along with her date to the dance, Stamp Crosby. Also a junior, Stamp was the kicker for the football team and new to the varsity squad. Details are still coming in from the—”


  “What do you want?” I interrupt. “Why are you here?” My voice is lower now.


  Even Stamp’s eyes grow wide. He clings to the oven, at a loss for words.


  My hand is on the Eliminator as I round the counter.


  Lucy still looks confident, but she hasn’t seen either the blade or the ice pick yet. How she answers will determine if she ever will.


  “Believe it or not,” she says, “I want to help you.”


  “Why?”


  “Because you’re not the only zombies in Seagull Shores.”


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 22


  Three’s a Crowd


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  Val?” Stamp and I say it at the same time.


  Lucy makes her own crumple face and reaches into her messenger bag once more. I swear to God, if she pulls out another library book about zombies, I’m going to use it to knock her block off. Then Stamp and I can fight over her brain, which, judging from her voluminous knowledge of the undead is probably pretty big.


  Instead of a book, she slides out a thin tablet like an iPad but not quite. She taps the screen a couple of times until a slideshow starts. I watch a few grainy shots of a street light shining on a sidewalk. “You know how I’ve been watching you guys creeping around here for the last few nights? Well, that got a little boring, so in between, I started watching the end of our street. And when I saw this, I started snapping pictures.”


  The screen shifts to a second picture of the sidewalk, and in the right corner of the screen is a faint shadow. No, not a shadow at all. A foot. The picture changes, and now the foot is attached to a leg, bare and hairless but definitely masculine. A guy’s leg. From the looks of it, a young guy’s leg. Sleek but also firm. The picture changes again, and now there’s more leg, plus some running shorts and the fingertips of a hand, just out of frame.


  I look closer and see blood on the running shorts, on the pale fingers. Another screen, another picture, more of the bloody jogger. A hoodie appears, unzipped to a narrow waist, navy blue over a plain white T-shirt also dotted with blood. A strong chest, broad shoulders, and a shadowy face.


  Lean and haunted, almost feral.


  “Can you stop it?” I ask, but I’m not really asking. “Freeze it, I mean?”


  I’ve got my zombie voice on, and as tough as she’s acting, as if maybe she’s holding all the cards, I get the feeling Lucy knows I’m being polite out of curiosity and, if I really wanted to, she’d be joining the anonymous bloody jogger wandering around town at night looking for fresh brains on the quiet streets of Seagull Shores.


  Either way, she gets it and taps the tablet twice.


  “Can you zoom in on the face?” I say.


  Lucy doesn’t say anything, doesn’t look up or give me attitude; she just does it. A click here, a scroll there, and the legs, bloody running shorts, and half the background disappear. In their place hovers a grainy young face, distinct but imperfect.


  I slide the Missing poster across the kitchen counter and compare it to the grainy picture on the iPad that is not an iPad. The bloody jogger in the picture is definitely the missing boy—what’s his name?—Armand Suit.


  And he’s definitely no longer one of the living.


  “When did you take this?”


  “Two nights ago. Or, if you’re keeping track, a few nights after you two showed up in Seagull Shores.”


  I’m still staring at the photo. It’s a good quality shot, not great, but good enough, and I can see the telltale shadows under his eyes, the yellowy glint in his gaze, the shady teeth, and the thin lips.


  “We didn’t do this,” I add, almost as an after-thought.


  “I know that,” she says, tapping the screen again.


  It returns to normal size and progresses a page, still in slide show mode. This time there is someone else entering the frame, just behind Zerker Armand. I see half a hand, half a pink hoodie, half a thigh, all blood-splattered. A girl. Hairless legs, lean and long, thin and soft.


  “I know it because I was watching you, sitting right here in this kitchen, when these two went missing.”


  Another frame passes, and the girl comes into focus. I don’t even need Lucy to blow it up this time to know that it’s the girl, Cecile something or other, Armand’s girlfriend. I look down at the poster and find her last name: Brigham. Cecile Brigham. Lucy blows the photo up anyway, and it’s the same thing all over again: hooded eyes, thin lips, gnarly teeth, blood on her collar, splatters on her chin.


  “What are they doing?” I ask out loud. But I’m not really asking Lucy, and I’m certainly not asking Stamp. It’s a habit.


  She looks at me like I’m crazy. “You’re asking me?”


  I wave her concern away. “It was rhetorical.”


  “My guess is they’re feeding.” Her voice is certain and steady, but her eyes seek mine for approval.


  I still can’t tell if she’s being helpful or setting a trap, but either way what she knows or doesn’t know, what she is or isn’t doing here, doesn’t really change the fact that two kids have gone missing in the last 48 hours and, apparently, are now undead.


  I harrumph. “But then there would be more people missing. If they’re feeding and they’re new, they’re not going to be subtle about it like whoever turned them apparently was.”


  Lucy shakes her head. “Not if their victims don’t get reported.”


  I shuffle the Missing posters around the kitchen counter for emphasis. “Who wouldn’t report someone missing? I mean, look how quickly these kids got reported.”


  The slide show over, the tablet slips back in her pack. She shrugs. “Lots of old people in Seagull Shores. It’s Florida, you know?”


  I nod, biting my lip.


  Barracuda Bay was like that too. Lots of quiet houses you thought nobody lived in anymore until one day you caught some blue hair stooping over in the front yard, digging the morning paper out of the bushes, and looking at you like you invented loud music or something.


  I slip the Eliminator back in my jeans pocket without her ever knowing it was cocked and ready to slice open her jugular if she kept up with the attitude. Then I lean back against the counter. “You said you wanted to help us. How can you help us?”


  Lucy considers the question. “You tell me. Then I’ll let you know if it falls within my skill set.” She’s so funny, this schoolgirl, and she talks so old. If I couldn’t see her, right in front of me in her school uniform, I’d swear she was in her midthirties or even older.


  I ignore her overconfidence—I’m kind of used to it by now—and answer, flat out, “We need to pass among the Normals.”


  She stands there, fiddling with the bottom of her thin, black tie.


  “What? That’s not in your book?”


  She shakes her head.


  Finally, it’s my turn to smirk. “Normals are you. You’re a Normal.”


  “So you mean humans? You need to pass among humans? Like, mingle and stuff?”


  “Right. We need better clothes, we need IDs, and if someone’s making kids in Seagull Shores go missing”—I look at Stamp, who’s busy studying his teeth in the microwave’s reflection—“one of us needs to go to school and find out who’s doing it.”


  While he’s not looking, I point at myself. “Like, I need to go to school. Not Stamp. Stamp no go to school.”


  It’s kind of a girl moment. She looks at Stamp and back to me, then nods, all conspiratorial, wink-wink, nudge-nudge. Then . . . nothing. She doesn’t say anything for a while.


  “So can you help?”


  “I can do that.”


  “Which part of it?”


  She smiles, shoving everything in her bag and slinging it over her shoulder. “All of it.”


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 23


  Pass or Fail


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  Lucy comes back later that night, knocking on the fence door.


  Stamp and I are sitting, feet in the pool, enjoying the warm water on our cold skin. Well, enjoying is probably a pretty strong word, but when you’re undead, you take what you can get. Anything to take my mind off what might or might not be happening in Seagull Shores and who might or might not be causing it.


  When I don’t get up right away, Stamp sighs. “My turn?”


  I shrug. “Not really, but I’d appreciate it.”


  He frowns, and I think I should have used a simpler word than appreciate, but it’s too late now. He’s already up, tromping to the gate.


  “Who is it?” he asks.


  Lucy’s voice is playful on the other side. “George Romero.”


  Stamp looks at me, face crumpling.


  I snort. “Let her in. At least she knows the password.”


  This chick! Since it’s nighttime now, she’s changed out of her school uniform and is wearing a lavender track suit with a black T-shirt underneath the tiny jacket. Covering her basically flat chest, the Superman symbol is plastered in glittery purple bling.


  I shake my head as she sits, cross-legged, next to the pool.


  “Do you live around here?” Stamp asks, putting his feet back into the pool. He’s in thrift shop boxer shorts, and his legs are unbelievably long.


  I expect Lucy to snort. I would snort, and she’s twice the witch I am. But she doesn’t. She cocks her head and says slowly, but not too slowly, “Sure, Stamp. I live right next door.” For emphasis, she points above the gate to the second floor of the neighboring house, the window facing us bright behind closed purple drapes.


  He smiles, and I can’t tell if it’s because he’s happy she’s our neighbor or because she answered him without yelling. Probably a little of both.


  Then he gets very serious. “And your name is?”


  She cuts me a look, a half smile on her face. “My name is Lucy Toh.” She enunciates her last name very carefully. It sounds like toe.


  He nods. “I know you! You deliver Chinese food!”


  She snorts, and I’m kind of amused. Other than, you know, being mortified.


  I open my mouth to correct him.


  She waves it off. “Among other things, yes. Today, Stamp, I’m delivering something I think you’ll like even more.”


  With that, she slides a manila envelope out of her messenger bag. Only, it’s not a regular manila envelope with a metal clasp that always digs under your fingernail; this one has two red circles, and she unwinds red thread from them. It’s all very James Bond, and that’s probably a big part of why she chose it.


  During the unwinding, Stamp kind of forgets he’s supposed to be interested and goes back to watching his pale legs wriggle under the water’s brackish surface. I like watching him this way: quiet and soft and innocent. I wish he had more time to stay happy and clueless. I wish that, wherever we went, trouble wasn’t always chasing us. Maybe one day he’ll never have anything more to do than wriggle his legs in the deep end of his own pool. And I wonder idly why I don’t see myself in that picture with him. Why both our feet aren’t dangling in the deep end—


  Lucy clears her throat. “Ta-da.”


  In her hands are two Florida driver’s licenses and two slips of paper.


  I take them from her and look at the license with my photo on it. “But how—?”


  “Look closely.”


  So I do. The picture is from my old license, the one I got back in Barracuda Bay when I could still sweat bullets over parallel parking and four-way intersections. But the name is Madline Swift, not Madeline Swift. And the address is 1465 Lumpfish Lane, Seagull Shores.


  “It’s amazing what leaving out one letter can do,” she says. “Now if anyone looks close enough to search for Madline Swift, they won’t find out you’re—you know—dead.”


  I ask again, “But how?”


  She shrugs. “Mostly it was my brother, his laptop, and a website it’s probably illegal for me to even say the name of, plus a laminating machine he uses all the time making his buddies fake IDs. But whatever. It’ll be good enough for you to go to school with, even drive with. If nobody looks too closely.”


  I look at Stamp’s and gasp so loudly even he looks up from the wading pool.


  “What is it?” Lucy asks.


  “Maddy?” he says, about to get up.


  I wave him back down. It’s just his picture looks so different from what he’s become. It’s like another whole person. His original photo shows the old Stamp, the real Stamp, the Stamp I fell in love with and snuck out to meet, and I guess died and came back to life for.


  Thick, black hair with that little Superman curl dangling over his forehead. Alabaster skin except for the apples in his hollow athlete’s cheeks. He’s wearing a sweater, something his mom probably picked out for him, black with a kind of high, stiff collar and a zipper down the front and, underneath, an almost blindingly white T-shirt.


  His name has been altered too. Stamp Crosbie, it says on his new Florida ID, rather than Stamp Crosby. And we share this address.


  “Are they okay?” Lucy asks, the first sign of insecurity I’ve ever seen rippling across her face.


  “They’re fine. They’re beautiful. I just . . .” I cut a look toward Stamp, who’s gone back to watching his wet feet. “I haven’t seen him like this in, well, over a year.”


  She nods, looking at him now and then down to his license. “I just kind of whisked them out of the laminating machine,” she says slowly to me. “I didn’t really take a close look, but hubba-bubba.”


  “Yeah.” I chuckle.


  Then I shake the thoughts out of my head and turn my attention toward the slips of paper. They are school schedules, one for each of us.


  “Just in case,” she says, when she sees me still looking at Stamp’s.


  I nod and focus on mine. According to this, I’m an eleventh grader at Seagull Shores Prep School, locker number C-1601, combination 35, 5, 22. I’ve got PE fourth period and Chem Lab sixth and B-lunch.


  “Ooohh,” I joke. “I’ve always wanted B-lunch. I always got A back home.” I look down at the future in my hands and then back up at Lucy. “Why?” I ask her.


  “What, you want A-lunch?”


  I shove her playfully but not so playfully. “No, I mean . . . why are you doing this? Why are you our neighbor, and what were you doing looking in our windows, and how did you get this done so fast, and why are you not freaking out over what we are?”


  In the second it takes the blush to rise to her cheeks, I realize two things. One, she’s definitely not a zombie. And, two, she’s not being entirely truthful.


  “I told you, Maddy. I know who you are and what you’re doing. Trust me, if I thought you were here to eat me, I’d be calling the cops right now. But since I saw you sitting here while the Missing posters say Armand and Cecile were going running that morning, all I can figure is maybe you can help find whoever, whatever’s doing this and stop them somehow.”


  I want to argue with that, but I can’t. “So how are we going to do this? I mean, look at me. I have thrift shop clothes, and I didn’t even think to get a backpack. You can’t pass among the Normals looking like Little Orphan Annie.”


  She rolls her eyes and shoves me back. “You’re on the bony side, sure, but I’ve got some stuff that may fit you, and I have a backpack for every day of the week. No worries. I can pick you up early tomorrow, and we’ll swing by the 24-hour Family Value Mart and get anything you still need that I don’t have enough of: notebooks, whatever.”


  I nod at Stamp, lying back on the pavement now, looking at the stars as his feet dry on the pool deck.


  “I got you, girl,” she adds, reading my mind. “I figure I’ll take you to school, get you situated, make sure there’s no trouble in the front office when you check in. Then I’ll duck out of Honors Physics in third period and come check on Stamp. I’ll be back by fifth period, no worries. After school we can even swing by the pet store on Wahoo Way and grab some cat food, heavy on the lamb brains, for dinner.”


  She has it all figured out, down to what to do about Stamp while I’m at school and how to get us brains, at least the quick-fix kind. I don’t know her game, but it’s a good one and, frankly, the only one in town.


  She’s up in a flash, looking at the gate guiltily. “I’m supposed to do deliveries for Dad tonight, so how about I meet you in front of my house at, say, 5:30 tomorrow morning?”


  I nod, and she goes without a backward glance. The gate swings shut, and I listen closely for the sound of footsteps on grass, for a car door opening or closing, for an engine to start up and slip into reverse before backing out and peeling away from the curb.


  But I don’t hear anything.


  When I finally get up and slink toward the gate, nudge it open, and look outside, her driveway is empty and the light is still on in the second-floor bedroom.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 24


  On the Night Shift


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  I have work to do before school in the morning. (Wow. The thought of going to school is tripping me out.) But first, I set Stamp up in the bedroom facing the street. There are no lights to turn off, which is a good thing, and none to turn on while I’m gone, which is even better.


  He harrumphs and frowns and makes all kinds of new Stamp faces. “Why can’t I come, Maddy?” he whines all the way up the stairs.


  “I need you here to see if any more Zerkers come down our street.”


  “You do that,” he counters, leaning against the doorjamb as I ease open the blinds just enough for him to see through—and not an inch more. “And I’ll go look on the streets.”


  Yeah, that’s a great idea. Nothing could ever go wrong with that one. Not even just a little.


  “Well, but you see better from a distance,” I totally lie. “So I need you up here. You’ll be really helping me out.”


  He looks at me as we stand in the middle of the room. Between our yellow zombie vision and the orange street lamp streaming in through the slats, the air is a kind of tangerine glow.


  “So what if I do see a bunch of Zerkers coming, huh? What do I do then, huh?”


  I cringe. “Don’t say huh, Stamp. It makes you sound mean.”


  He grins. “Maybe I am feeling mean.”


  “No, you’re just feeling left out, which is different than mean.”


  He sighs and leans against the wall next to the window, peering outside. Then he looks back at me. “Actually, right now, I am feeling mean.”


  I chuckle. “Okay, yeah, I get that. But in general, huh is kind of an ugly word.”


  Big eye roll from Stamp. Then, an honest question: “Well, how long will you be gone?” He sounds half hurt, half pretending he’s not.


  I reach out and touch his shoulder and am happy when he doesn’t shrug it off. “I’ll be back in a couple of hours,” I lie, knowing from experience that Stamp doesn’t have the greatest sense of time. “You just watch the street and count how many Zerkers come, okay?”


  He nods. “You’re sure this is big-time important stuff, right, Maddy?”


  “The biggest, Stamp.”


  He grunts but is already looking away, out the window, where I know he’ll stand, tall and true, until he hears me walk back in the back door downstairs, even if it’s two days from now.


  Meanwhile I walk downstairs, sliding Vera’s pen into a pocket of my black thrift shop jeans and the Eliminator into the other. I grab the a gray-and-black-striped hoodie and slip it on, creeping out the back door, through the gate, and out along the side of the house.


  I linger near Lucy’s place. I know she said she had to work tonight, but the house is unusually silent. Not a single TV playing, not a dishwasher grinding, not a dryer tumbling.


  The light in the second-story window is the only one on. I want to look inside, but despite being dark as sin outside, it’s still a little too early for me to be pushing my dead gray nose against anybody’s living room window to see why the downstairs is so quiet.


  Instead I stick to the sidewalk, hood up, hands in my pockets, just another surly teenager walking off another post-dinner fight with the fam. It’s kind of nice, being alone and out of doors for only the second time since we snuck into Seagull Shores a week ago.


  With my new ID in my back pocket and the hood covering most of my face, the night sky dark and the street lights few and far between, I feel vaguely safe. Not Normal, by any stretch, but close enough to walk around without wanting to stick an ice pick into everything that moves.


  I still have a couple of twenties left over from the thrift shop till. I walk into a gas station and buy a cheap grape soda, just for the sugar. The girl behind the counter is college age, kind of pretty, and I freak for a moment until I see her talking on her Bluetooth and barely even acknowledging me.


  I walk out the door with the soda and sip it while I walk, feeling almost Normal. There’s not much going on at 10:30 p.m. in a place like Seagull Shores, but there’s enough to keep my eyes busy.


  A sushi place on the strip is still open, and I watch a family inside celebrating something: a birthday or a graduation or a raise. The grown-ups keep taking sips out of little white sake cups. The younger ones—college age, maybe—drink beers from tall glasses. They’re the only ones in the place, and the guy behind the sushi bar keeps saying apparently funny things to them and bowing.


  I walk down the strip. All the shops—the souvenir stands, the stationery store, the drug store, and the antiques stores—are closed, dark and quiet, except for the one dress shop that left an electric jack-o’-lantern plugged in. Its neon-green eyes stare at me as I walk past. Cars pass quietly, slowly. The streets are wide and new and lined with palm trees, and there are benches every few yards on the freshly poured sidewalks.


  Seagull Shores is cleaner than Barracuda Bay, maybe even newer, but it feels a little cold and distant. At least back home people said hi to each other, and you’d always see skater boys hanging out on street corners, slouching around in their neon-pink hoodies and white sunglasses, just passing the time and whistling at the bikinied girls driving home. The sidewalks might have been a little more cracked, and there were fewer benches and street lights on the main drag, but at least it didn’t feel like every trash can was going to turn into a robot and laser beam your arm off just for littering.


  I walk in circles, first around the whole town, then in tighter loops, cutting out the main drag and the school and the fire department and walking around the neighborhoods, then just the neighborhood that borders where Stamp and I have holed up.


  The streets are quiet but well lit, flickering pumpkins on the porches, cars quiet and cool in the driveways, the blue lights of TVs or computer screens flickering in living room or home office windows.


  A few streets away from the house on Lumpfish Lane, I hear scraping behind me. On instinct, I leap into the row of bushes between two houses and stand perfectly still, watching. A minute or two later, a jogger goes by, breathing heavily, heat radiating off her in waves. She’s as human as Lucy or Dad or the chick in the convenience store just now.


  I watch as she glides down the street, so sleek, like a Nike ad come to life and poured into the street all glossy and glowing. Her chestnut ponytail bounces with her peppy stride, white earbuds fixed to the iPod buried somewhere in her taut white track jacket. She’s about my age, probably goes to Seagull Shores Prep with Lucy.


  I watch with envy until I hear more scraping.


  Fast and hard at the end of the street.


  I stand, hidden, the Eliminator in hand.


  The scraping intensifies, shoes on the pavement, rough and clunky but fast. Faster than I would be.


  Faster than I could be.


  Human fast; living fast.


  The girl is deep in the cul de sac now, running between orange pools of street light, steady in her pace, oblivious to the danger following her. I don’t know if she can’t hear the other shoes scraping or if she’s ignoring them, but then I remember the earbuds. The street isn’t very long, but I’m at the top of it, and she’s at the other end.


  She moves effortlessly, as if she’s one big muscle in pink running shoes. I see the glints of eyeballs, yellow and fierce, under the next street light. One pair, then two, then three.


  Three of them. Here. In Seagull Shores. Already. In under a week. They scrape clumsily along the sidewalk, lurking in the shadows, but they can’t hide their eyes, hunting her like a wolf pack.


  I inch closer to the street but not entirely away from the safety of the thick hedge. I’m close enough for the Zerkers to sense, if they cared to, but judging by the scraping and sniffing, it’s clear they only want fresh meat.


  I’m torn between leaping out and confronting them, but they’re Zerkers. I’m no wimp, but I’m alone.


  I’ve never been alone before. Not really. There’s always been Dane around to help or Stamp or at least the Sentinels lurking in the background.


  Now it’s just me. I’m Vanished. No one to help me, no one to hear me, no undead cavalry to rush in and save me at the last minute. Stamp is three streets away, too far to see what’s going on. Besides, he’s so literal I know he’s looking down on only our street, period, because I told him to. Even if a mushroom cloud flared just to the left of his field of vision, he’d ignore it.


  I stand there, watching the girl, her face blissful and serene, so happy and carefree. They strike faster than I would have expected and in tandem. While the third lurks in the shadows, the boy—Astrid or Harrington or whatever his name is—still in his running shorts, strikes her high on one bare shoulder, crunching down so hard I see a flash of white bone beneath the spurting blood and the torn sleeve of her track jacket.


  She screams, but the girl—Chelsea or Chalice, whoever—is on her, mouth over the girl’s mouth, chewing and chomping on her face.


  I can’t help myself. I leap from the shadows, Eliminator in hand, sprinting down the street, but I’m no track star. I’m stiff and zombie slow, watching in vain as they drag her into the shadows, crunching and chewing, branches cracking and twigs snapping.


  By the time I get to the first blood splatter, they’re gone. Deep into the shadows, everywhere and nowhere all at once.


  I go left a few yards, smelling nothing but grass and the ocean breeze. By the time I turn back to go right, the blood trail is cold on the salt air, the dark maroon drops smaller and smaller as they disappear into a vacant lot between two streets, and a dozen more streets beyond that one.


  I stand in the middle of the lot, watching, listening, seeing nothing, hearing nothing. They could be lying in the tall, unkempt grass three feet away or at the bottom of the retention pond. They could be picking their teeth in somebody’s garage five streets over, for all I know.


  I curse myself and turn back toward the street. It is still and silent—the lights on in the houses, the cars dewy in the driveways—as if nothing happened.


  In a beam of street light, lying on its side, laces bloody, is her shoe. I look around, waiting for someone to come out of a house, point at me, call me out, tell me I let it happen, but nobody does.


  In the end, I pick up the shoe, because blood is blood and a good Florida rainstorm might wash it away. Even a good case of sprinklers could make it just another rust-colored smear on some yuppy’s drive to work. But a shoe is hard to hide and just gets people talking.


  I bring it home with me, cutting across backyards and houses to double-time it to the house on Lumpfish Lane.


  I put the shoe under the kitchen sink, just in case. I don’t know why. I don’t want anyone finding it, but I can’t quite bring myself to throw it away either.


  I climb up the stairs, suddenly sad and lonely and ashamed and in need of some company.


  Stamp is there, standing guard, just like I thought.


  “See anything?” I ask a little too loudly.


  His eyes get big at the sudden noise. “Nope,” he answers, kidlike. “You?”


  I shake my head, feeling it’s less of a lie than actually saying no.


  “Should I keep looking?”


  I reach for his hand and drag him away from the window. “No, we’ve done enough for one night.”


  We stand in the middle of the room, hand in hand.


  “So what now?”


  I smile and lead him downstairs. “Let’s put our feet in the pool. You like that, right?”


  He nods and follows me onto the deck.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 25


  School Daze


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  How’d it go?” Lucy is waiting for me on a bench outside the library. She’s facing the back door to the office as I walk out, admiring my new student ID.


  Madie Swift


  11th grade


  Transfer


  B-Lunch


  Next to my vital signs is my ghoulish picture, shaved head, pale face, thin lips, drawn eyes.


  I hand it to Lucy as she rises, smoothing out the green-and-blue gingham pleats in her skirt.


  “I think they took pity on me. Maybe they think I’m dying or something.”


  She shrugs, handing the ID back. “You look edgy; that’s all. Maybe if you would’ve let me put on a little blush, some eyeliner, it wouldn’t look so bad.”


  “Been there,” I say, thinking of Hazel and the clown makeup she applied my first morning as one of the reanimated. “Tried that. Epic fail.”


  She studies me critically, fixing the lapel of my maroon school jacket. “A little lip gloss.” She fumes. “Something. I mean, I didn’t go to all this trouble just so you could stumble around like something out of a haunted house.”


  “Maybe I’ll just scare the Zerkers away,” I huff, shaking off the guilt from last night.


  We walk toward our lockers. “I’m pretty stoked Tony was able to slip your school records into the central computer like that.”


  “Tony?” I stop at a bulletin board outside the guidance counselor’s office.


  “My brother,” she explains, joining me.


  “Not for nothing,” I complain, “but they weren’t exactly themselves in there this morning.” I point to the latest Missing poster, stapled next to the first two. “Emlyn James,” it says, next to the yearbook photo of the pretty chestnut blonde the Zerkers bushwhacked while she was out jogging last night. Maybe it’s just me, but in the picture her eyes are quietly judging me. “I think this latest missing kid has them more than slightly distracted.”


  “I heard about that,” Lucy says in that intense voice of hers.


  I turn, looking down at her. “Did you know her? Emlyn, I mean?”


  She shrugs and tugs me away from the bulletin board, toward the commons area, where the slamming of lockers and squeaking of shoes gives me déjà vu all over again. “She was on the school newspaper, I think, but we didn’t hang out, if that’s what you’re asking.”


  The halls are full and not full. By that, I mean they’re so wide that even with a few hundred kids all getting ready for homeroom, it still looks half empty.


  The lockers are alternating blocks of green and blue, the school colors.


  Lucy stops at a blue block and points to the green block one row over. “You’re down there, I think.”


  I walk until I find the locker on my school schedule, fiddle with the combination, and open it up. I open Lucy’s loaner backpack, which is maroon and pretty sweet, and dump some notebooks, extra pens, and cute locker magnets on the top shelf. If the Zerkers are already out snatching joggers off the street before midnight, I doubt I’ll be here long enough to hang any candid snapshots on my locker door, if you know what I mean.


  Lucy walks up.


  I smile. “Thanks again for taking me back-to-school shopping this morning.”


  “How’s the uniform fit?” She tugs at the safety pin keeping my gingham skirt around my waist.


  “So far, so good.”


  She looks almost cheerful, a rarity. Her hair is clean and straight, her face not very made up but young and healthy. I’m suddenly jealous of her aliveness. We’re standing there inspecting each other, BFF style, when a trio of girls walk by.


  I smell anger and then fear. They’re angry; Lucy’s afraid.


  She kind of shrinks back, and I turn just as one of them yanks the books out of her hands. They tumble to the floor, and Lucy scrambles to her knees to pick them up.


  Mean girls. Already. Okay, I get it.


  The one in the middle’s in charge: red hair, alabaster skin, tall, curvy, flawless, smiling for miles.


  Next to her a girl with mocha skin and straightened hair puts her hands on her hips, licks her lips.


  The blonde who shoved Lucy’s books to the ground examines her fingers. “I think I chipped a nail.”


  They laugh and laugh as I inch forward.


  From the ground, still on one knee, carefully shuffling her homework to avoid standing, Lucy hisses, “No, Maddy, it’s not worth it.”


  I turn to her and grin. “Trust me. It’s so worth it.”


  The redhead reaches out a warm hand. “Nice look,” she says and ruffles the close-cropped hair on my cold head. She jerks back as if she might get scabies. “What’d they do, let you off the cancer ward for the day?”


  Her BFFs echo her laughter.


  I step toward her, hands at my sides. I’ve got to give her credit: she doesn’t even falter. “That’s the best you got?” I growl. “Cancer jokes? So lame.”


  Finally she squints. “Watch who you’re calling lame, Schindler’s List.”


  I shake my head and grab her tie, yanking her down to her knees. She hits the tile floor with a quick thwick-thwack of kneecaps on the shiny floor. She grunts, palms on the tiles. I shove my foot into the small of her back so that she’s lying facedown in seconds flat.


  I gently kneel next to her, eyeing her friends already backing away, as I whisper into her bright-pink ear. “Let’s just skip the two months of emotional bullying and cut to the chase, okay, Ginger? Just ’cause I’m new here doesn’t mean I haven’t seen your kind before. From now on, Lucy and I are off limits, okay?”


  “Bitch,” she hisses, trying to get up.


  I shove her back down with—no lie—my chill, gray pinky. “Try and get up again, and I’ll use my whole hand.”


  She shakes her head but doesn’t move.


  “Say it with me, Ginger: Lucy and I are off limits.”


  “Screw you, trash!”


  Quick like, I push a finger against her side, pressing, pressing, until I can feel a rib starting to give way under my fingernail.


  She does too. I can hear it in her voice, feel it in the way she goes still, no longer resisting with every ounce of her strength.


  “Okay, okay,” she grunts. “From now on, you and Lucy are off limits. Fine, whatever, just let me—”


  I hoist her up midsentence and spin her around so she can see the rest of the students, staring, openmouthed, eyes laughing at her. Her friends are nowhere to be seen.


  “Now go find your friends. They’re probably in the bathroom, changing their thongs.”


  Lucy shakes her head as I help her up next. “Wow,” she says.


  “You’re welcome.”


  “No, I mean, wow, how stupid. I thought you wanted to pass here. All you’ve done is make a huge spectacle and an even bigger enemy on your first day. Not even in your first ten minutes!”


  Her face looks angry, but her eyes are grateful.


  “Like I said,” I grunt, “you’re welcome, Lucy.” But I know, even as I turn and stomp off, she’s right.


  She catches up to me and walks me to my homeroom, straightening her skirt the whole way there. I think, because her legs are so short, she has a thing about her skirt, like a fixation. I wish I could tell her she’s beautiful, human and flawless, warm and full of bloody cells, so quit sweating the small stuff. But Normals don’t think that way. I know I never did.


  We pause just outside of Mrs. Fillibuster’s room. “Don’t get me wrong,” she says, moving toward her own homeroom just down the hall. “It’s not that I’m not grateful. It’s just . . . you know how this works. They won’t come back at you. They’ll target me when you’re not around. What am I supposed to do then?”


  “Fight back,” I say. “She’s weak now, wounded, embarrassed. She won’t want to risk being shown up again.”


  “That’s easy for you to say,” she whispers, walking out of range. “You don’t feel pain.”


  She has a point. Maybe it was stupid. But I couldn’t help it. Sometimes I forget the rage inside. Just because I’m not a Zerker, just because I’ve never been bitten, doesn’t mean I don’t feel the sometimes uncontrollable, undead fury of being threatened, even if by a Normal.


  Besides, am I going to pass up the chance now that I’m finally strong enough to bully the bully? Not likely.


  I turn around, about to walk into homeroom, when I suddenly smell it.


  Zombie. Not Zerker flesh; zombie flesh, like my own. There, coming toward me, blonde and fresh-looking, swinging her almost Normal hips, is a familiar face.


  “Courtney?”


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 26


  Concerned with Courtney


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  Maddy?”


  I step out of the classroom, ignoring the big human eyes watching the drama in the doorway. Screw it, Normals; I’ve got bigger zombies to fry.


  I grab Courtney’s arm and drag her down the commons to the first girls’ room I see. Inside, I do the whole push-every-stall-door-open thing, and before I even press the last one, I smell smoke.


  It’s locked, and when the smokers hear me rattling the door, they cough out, “Chill. We’ll be done in a—”


  I snap it open with one good yank and say, “You’re done now.”


  But even a shaved, tie-loosened, sleeves-rolled-up chick like me isn’t enough to interrupt these nicotine freaks. Two of them, both nearly identical with straight black hair, pigtails, glossy maroon lipstick and skull earrings (so not edgy). They stare at me, dull eyed.


  The one with the cigarette starts to speak, but I reach out, grab the smoke by the lit end first, and snuff it out between my cold, dead finger and thumb. Suddenly, with no cancer stick to distract them, they take to staring at me. I guess that’s enough to do the trick, and they scram, inching past the broken door lying crooked on its hinges, a corner touching the floor.


  The minute they’re gone I look back to find Courtney leaning casually against the sink.


  “Go block that door,” I tell her.


  She looks at me as if I’ve just gone Zerker. “Block it yourself.”


  I cock my head.


  She stares at me, not moving an inch.


  But I do. I take two steps forward and watch her flinch just a bit. That makes me smile. “Look, Courtney, this isn’t Sentinel City, okay? And even if it were, you’re just Sentinel Support, so I’d lose the ’tude unless you want me to do to your face what I did to that chick’s cigarette.”


  She smirks.


  Just as with Ginger out in the hallway, the rage bubbles up, threatening to spill over any second.


  “Big talk for someone who just got Vanished, Maddy.” She’s still leaning there, blonde hair limp and long, face pale and drawn, but still so humanlike it makes me envious for the days back in Barracuda Bay, when I was fresh and young. Did Dane want me then only because I was newly undead?


  Is that his type?


  Behind her is a mirror, water stained and brightly lit. I catch my face, hair, skin, eyes in the reflection, and even I’m scared of me. But Courtney’s not. At least not yet.


  “Yeah, I got Vanished, and you know what that makes me? The kind of zombie who has zero cares to give about a wannabe Sentinel like you. What else are they gonna do to me? Double Vanish me? Rekill me?”


  She starts to creep back a little because I’m moving closer. “As far as the Council of Elders is concerned, I don’t exist. As far as the Sentinels are concerned, I don’t exist. The Keepers? I might as well be a Zerker.”


  Now we’re about two feet apart, so close I can smell the nauseating perfume she’s saturated her school uniform with. “So if everyone I’ve ever cared about thinks I’m a Zerker, what makes you think I care about doing insanely violent things to you right now?”


  She makes a move, not toward me, but to the side—the wrong side, away from the bathroom door.


  I sling her back to the other side, one handed, the way you’ll see fighters do when one guy is trying to get out of the corner of the ring he’s being pummeled into.


  “Stop,” she shouts.


  It’s so unexpected, I do. “I’ll stop,” I add, watching her there, between the sink and the exit, “when you block that door and tell me what the hell you’re doing here—”


  Just then the door flings open, and I roll my eyes, about to give her major now-you’ve-done-it face, when a guy walks in.


  Not just any guy, either.


  The guy.


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 27


  Smokin’ in the Girls’ Room


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  Dane!” Instinctively, I run to him. Our embrace is uneven, with me clinging to his chest as he reluctantly reaches around me, momentarily at least, until his clutch turns to an insincere pat on the back.


  “Okay now,” he mumbles, finagling his hands up against my shoulders and gently prying me off of him like some rock star wriggling away from his groupie. “There.”


  I see a flash of embarrassment flit between him and Courtney, one of those how-pathetic-is-this-chick looks I always dreaded being the cause of. But even now, as it’s happening to me, I so don’t care. I shove him back so I can wedge my pathetic, Vanished self between him and Courtney.


  “What is going on?” I grunt, pushing him a little more.


  He flashes a look at Courtney. “Block the door.”


  She makes a soft cluck but scuttles off, wedging her arm against it as if the Zerkers were already trying to get in. Courtney and I share a look, and suddenly I don’t know what to think. My anger is gone, but I can’t quite feel sorry for her either.


  I turn back to Dane. “Fine. Now the door is blocked and we’re all here, one happy little undead family, so tell me what’s going on.”


  He wastes no time. “The Zerkers are here. You know that, right?”


  I freeze-frame. How much does he know I know? Does he know I sat in the bushes watching the Zerkers attacking Jogger Girl until it was too late for me to do anything about it? Does he know about Lucy and the missing jogger? About the thrift shop and the sixty bucks and the grape juice and the cat food?


  “Yeah, yeah,” I rush. “I saw the Missing posters and put two and two together.”


  He kind of softens. “Just like Barracuda Bay, right?”


  I blink, and we could be back there in any bathroom, talking about Bones and Dahlia and Chloe and Hazel. All of them gone, no more. Dane and I gone, no more, as well.


  I lower my voice. “Not just like.”


  It wouldn’t hurt so much if he didn’t look so epically stunning in his stupid school uniform. It’s like he was flippin’ made to wear this thing. The white, collared shirt hugs his chest; the tie sets off his deep, dark eyes and hollow cheeks; his stubbly hair looks punk rock next to his maroon blazer with the sleeves rolled up. He even manages to make pleated khakis sexy.


  He looks to Courtney, who doesn’t have the good grace to even pretend she isn’t using every bit of her new zombie hearing to snoop on us.


  “Forget all that,” I surprise myself by saying. “We’re here, it’s now, whatever. So the Zerkers. What now?”


  He shrugs. “Same as it ever was. Courtney and I are here to scope things out, make sure they don’t get out of control.”


  I look from him to her. “You. And Courtney. Are here. Period?”


  He looks uncomfortable. “Well, Florida is big, and we still haven’t located Val, so we’re all the Sentinels could afford to send right now.”


  I shake my head. Just thinking of what happened last night, three Zerkers plus Jogger Girl, who, if they didn’t totally devour her, is one of them now as well. We’re outnumbered.


  I look at him, then at her, and something strikes me. The uniforms, the cockiness—this isn’t their first day at Seagull Shores Prep. “Wait. When exactly did you guys get here?”


  He avoids my gaze. “A few days ago. Why?”


  “Are you . . . Are you not surprised to see me, Dane?”


  “A little, yeah, but you were on foot, so how far could you go?”


  Okay, that kind of makes sense. Still, something is fishy.


  But now it’s his turn to quiz me. “Tell me Stamp’s not here, in school with you.”


  I get vaguely protective all of a sudden. “No, he’s not, but he could come if he wanted to.”


  “No, he couldn’t.”


  I nod. “No, he couldn’t.”


  “So who’s watching him, then?”


  “Lucy.”


  He and Courtney do their eye flick thing again. “Who’s Lucy?”


  “Lucy Toh. She lives next to us. She got me my fake ID and a school schedule.” Then I kind of stare at him, as if he’s the worst Sentinel on the plant. “I mean, look at me. How do you think I went from Vanished to attending a human high school in less than a week? You think I could do that all by myself? Do you even care if I had to do it all by myself?”


  Whoosh. All of that goes over his beautiful head. “A Normal?” He looks at me as if I’ve just broken about 24 zombie laws.


  But I’m not even technically a zombie anymore, so who cares? “Yeah, but—”


  He brushes past me, roughly, so roughly I want to grab his tie as he walks by and yank it off—through his neck.


  “Unbelievable,” he says. “Courtney, get to . . .” He turns back to me, snapping like he’s some advertising executive and I’m his secretary and we’re in his office dictating a letter. “Where are you and Stamp staying?”


  “One-four-six-five Lumpfish Lane,” I offer happily, anything to get rid of Courtney. “Why? Where are you two staying?”


  “None of your damn business,” she answers for him.


  The door swings open, and without another word, Courtney slips through it.


  “Where are you staying?” I ask again.


  “There’s a warehouse downtown—abandoned, whatever. We’ve been camping out there.” He pauses from pacing the room and flashes me a crooked grin. “Why? Is your place better?”


  “Not for her, it isn’t.”


  “Come on, Maddy. Let’s not—”


  “Not what? Not talk about something that’s unpleasant for you?”


  His eyes soften. “I meant not now.”


  “Not now? Then when? We couldn’t do it during Keeper training. I missed you when they Vanished me from Sentinel City, and now a Zerker might come in the girls’ room any minute, so we can’t do it now. When are you going to break up with me, Dane? I mean officially?”


  He looks younger suddenly in his maroon uniform jacket. More vulnerable, though I know he’s not. Just the opposite, in fact.


  “It’s not like that, Maddy. I still have feelings for you.”


  “No, you don’t. If you did, if you ever did, you’d grow a pair and break it off now and quit making me do all the work.”


  He starts to speak, then simply nods. “You’re right. I’m sorry. About everything. You, me, Courtney, Val, your Dad, Vera, the way it went down back at Sentinel City. I wanted to be there. Really, I did. But my time isn’t my own anymore. I’m a Sentinel now. I have to go where they send me.”


  “And Courtney has to go where they send you too?”


  He nods.


  “Funny, Dane. I don’t remember Sentinels ever showing up with support before. Do you? At least not with girl support.”


  He shrugs. “It’s kind of your fault, actually. Ever since Barracuda Bay and what you did back there, and then Val and how you handled her, well, they’re planning to let girls do more around Sentinel City.”


  I throw my hands up. “Lucky me. I’m so glad I could make it so all the pretty young zombies get to come in and steal everyone’s Sentinel boyfriends. I am so proud of myself right now. You wouldn’t even believe it.”


  “It’s not like that. It wasn’t like that.”


  “Then how was it? Honestly, I’m curious.”


  Ugh, I hate myself right now. I sound so shrewish and petty and, worst of all, so desperate. But I can’t help it. It’s like I have to know, no matter how irrational I sound. He has to explain it so I can understand it, or it will never make sense.


  “I don’t know. It just happened, I guess.”


  I want to strangle him, hug him, choke him, and kiss him at the same time. How can he do this to me? How can Dane, whom I fought so hard for, whom I loved so hard, just walk away from it all so quickly? And expect me not to make a big deal out of it?


  I stand speechless, my back to the sinks. The bathroom door cracks open, and I slam it shut. Harder than I expected to. The sound echoes through the room, through the halls, through the whole school probably. I don’t care.


  Dane looks at me harshly. “Stop drawing attention to us. It’s called passing, remember?”


  “Yeah, Dane, I remember. ’Cause you taught me how to do it. Remember?”


  He straightens, getting ready to leave. “Yeah, well, a lot’s changed since Barracuda Bay.”


  “I guess so.”


  We stand there, hearing the mumbling outside.


  “What now?” I ask, holding it in place.


  “Now we go find the Zerkers and take them down.”


  “We?”


  “Yeah, we. What, you’re going to let them turn a bunch of Normals just because you went and got yourself Vanished?”


  “I didn’t think I was allowed to do that anymore.”


  He smiles, breaking my heart all over again. “Yeah, well, I officially deputize you.”


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 28


  Brain Tease


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  Lucy drives us home. She’s got a fairly newish car. At least it still smells new. Dark green, four doors, it’s a compact but feels bigger. A little sluggish on the gas for my taste, but zombie beggars can’t be ride-home choosers. I called shotgun because, hey, I found her first.


  Dane sits behind Lucy. Sorry, scratch that, rewind. Dane slumps behind Lucy, doing his best sullen teenager of the living dead act all too convincingly.


  It’s pretty frigid inside the car, and I don’t mean the temperature, although, yeah, clinically speaking, a commute home from school with two reanimated passengers is technically rather cold.


  We’ve left school too soon. That’s because no one listens to me. I told her to let some cars out first, let the traffic die down. But Lucy’s so anal, she just had to race out as soon as we were strapped in. Now we’re stuck in a long line, crawling away from Seagull Shores Prep down Pelican Row toward the main drag, where we’ll peel off on Wahoo Way and inch toward the house on Lumpfish Lane.


  We sit there, going nowhere fast. Dane slumps lower with each passing minute. Lucy nervously taps her steering wheel. I think idly how nice it would be to live somewhere without cheesy street names that don’t sound like they come straight off a bait store inventory list. It will probably never happen, but it would be nice for a change.


  Courtney is already at the house, watching over Stamp, and God knows what those two have been talking about since Dane gave her her walking papers during homeroom.


  I’ve kind of felt bad all day about the look on her face, trying to stay brave even as she knew it was a losing cause. The crumbling kind of disappointment flickering there, just below the surface as she turned from the door and did as Dane asked. The flash of anger at the way he turned back from her without another word, just expecting her to do his bidding.


  I’ve got no love for the kind of girl who will mack on your man and smile all the while, but I have just as little love for the guy who will turn around and treat you both like crap when it suits him. Dane was never supposed to be that guy.


  And even now, a part of me still thinks he isn’t. Despite all the evidence to the contrary.


  “Awkward much?” Lucy asks when no one’s talked for a few minutes.


  The radio is on but low, some classical, baroque, all-Vivaldi all-day BS station she’s got on her presets. I tried fiddling with it on the way to school, but they’re all adult-oriented anyway—smooth jazz and talk radio and that malt shop memories stuff Dad would listen to at his desk in the Cobia County Coroner’s Office—so I just leave it alone.


  “Sorry,” Dane says first, because I’m still too ticked at him to talk. To anyone. “I guess it’s been a while since I’ve been around a Normal.”


  She snorts in her dorky way, which makes me smile. She even drives dorky, all sitting up in the seat, two hands on the wheel, 10 and 2, looking left and right every few seconds even though we’re barely moving. “First time anyone’s called me normal all year, especially a boy.”


  It falls flat, and that makes me even madder. “Sorry, Lucy,” I grunt. “It’s not your fault. We’ve got baggage.”


  Dane snorts and slumps some more. I don’t know how. His knees are already pressed against the back of Lucy’s seat as it is. If he slumps any lower, his kneecaps will be massaging her shoulder blades in no time.


  “It’s not about our baggage, Maddy. It’s about bringing a Normal into this. No offense, Lacy.”


  “Lucy,” we both correct him.


  Then I say, “I didn’t bring her into this, Dane.”


  And she says, “I came to her.”


  And we give each other a short Thelma-and-Louise you-go-girl nod. That is, before she turns away and looks out the windshield, as if we might do major damage going 2.67 miles per hour.


  “Why?”


  I turn around. “Who are you asking?”


  He nods toward Lucy.


  I nudge her gently. “He’s talking to you.”


  “Why what?” She gives him a glance in the rearview before quickly pinning her gaze to the back of the school bus in front of us.


  “Why did you come to Maddy? What made you approach someone you thought could be a zombie in the first place? I’m just curious because, for most people, that would be a turnoff.”


  “She’s into it,” I answer for her, because I know that whole turnoff thing was a jab at me anyway. “Knows all about us. I mean, not us us, like you and me and Stamp, but reanimated persons in general.”


  “It was also a bit of dumb luck,” she adds, as if I’m making her sound even worse than dorky. “I mean, of all the houses in Seagull Shores, she showed up next to mine.”


  I look at her.


  Dane looks at her.


  I look back at Dane, shrug. “It was foreclosed. I thought it would be safe. Plus, it was like way late. Who knew she’d be up, staring out her bedroom window, the whole time?”


  Dane shakes his head and looks outside.


  We’re moving now, slowly but surely, turning onto Wahoo Way and finally speeding up.


  “I still don’t like it,” he says softly.


  We both ignore him. What’s he going to do about it now anyway?


  Lucy parks in her driveway, and we shuffle out. “Just give me a sec,” she says over the hood of her car as I stand and stretch my legs. “I’ll just blow off my folks and be back over and we can—”


  “Don’t bother,” Dane snaps, brushing past me toward the back gate. “I’ll take it from here.”


  “Hey!”


  But he’s already gone, tromping along the grass, heading toward the gate at the back of the house.


  I turn back to Lucy, who looks like she’s been standing in line for the last Twilight premiere only to get snubbed by Edward when his publicist whisked him away at the last minute.


  I wave it off. “Don’t worry about him. He’s just grumpy. I really appreciate everything you’ve done, Lucy. I mean, the ID and the school schedule—”


  She nods before I can finish and walks away from all our living dead drama. She looks so alone and vulnerable at that moment, standing there between her car and the front stoop.


  Suddenly, I think of that robust jogger the other night, so alive and sleek and sweaty, and what the Zerkers did to her in record time. That was only three streets away.


  I call out to her, in a near panic. “Listen, Lucy, this isn’t a game.”


  She turns around, comes back to the car, leans against the roof.


  “Those pictures you took?” I say. “They’re real. And they’re not like us. Those kids are gone. Your friends—”


  “They weren’t my friends.”


  “Or classmates, whatever.” My voice is a little tight now, impatient. “Listen. I’m just saying, they’re not human anymore. They’re double-extra-superbad zombies, not like me or even Dane. And they’re close, and they don’t sleep, and all they care about is what’s under your hair. So are you working tonight?”


  She looks back at her house, dark as ever, except for that same stupid light in the same second-floor window. “Yeah.”


  “Well, be careful. Can someone come with you?”


  “Maddy, I’ll be in a car. I’ll be fine.”


  I want to remind her she’ll be out of the car for a few minutes each time, that that’s all it takes, and that her car isn’t exactly a tank or bulletproof and certainly not Zerkerproof, but she’s already drifting away, back to her front stoop, clearly still stung by Dane’s thoughtless words.


  “Can you come over? Later, I mean, when you’re done? Would you mind? Would your folks mind? Just so I can see you’re safe?” I force a chuckle and crack a bad zombie joke: “It’ll make me not sleep better.”


  She smiles, one foot on the front stoop, long white socks up to her knees. “You’re sure the Grinch won’t mind?”


  “Do you care if he does?”


  She doesn’t answer, just drags her pink-and-black, skull-covered messenger bag up the steps and disappears inside, into the dark and empty foyer.


  I turn and stomp through the back gate, finding the pool deck empty and hearing voices from inside the living room. I open the sliding glass door and see black duffel bags lying all over the place.


  Courtney is still in her school uniform, but she’s gone all Britney and loosened her tie and put up her hair, and her jacket is carefully folded atop the kitchen counter. She has a black bra underneath, and I just have to snort. Even in the afterlife, this chick is all cliché, all the time.


  Dane is stacking plastic to-go containers in the fridge.


  “That doesn’t work, you know.” I lean against the counter. “The power’s off.” But even as I say it, I can see the fridge light on and hear it humming.


  “Not anymore,” Courtney says, ponytail bouncing along with her not-yet-deflated zombie breasts. (Two more reasons to hate her.)


  “How? I’ve been here for nearly a week, and nothing. When did it get turned on?”


  Courtney stands a little taller, her bra pressing against her stiff white uniform shirt, unbuttoned to the third. “That’s what Sentinel Support does. I’m not just another pretty face, you know.”


  She didn’t . . .


  I can’t even.


  I won’t.


  “Great, well, try not to turn all the lights on at once, huh? The place is supposed to be deserted, remember?”


  She shoots me shade.


  I turn to Dane, who hands me one of the to-go boxes. I take it, not because I have no shame but because I’m hungry and, even through the clear plastic, I can smell the fresh brains. I’ve been mentally drooling over them ever since I walked into the house.


  We feed standing up, right there in the kitchen. Plastic fork in my hand, fresh brain on my tongue, down my throat, the juice on my lips, the fire in my dry, dead veins, the sizzle in my cells.


  This isn’t the repackaged, remodified, reconfigured stuff we get in the mess hall twice a day: brain bars and brain smoothies and the rest. This is pure, unadulterated brain. Do I know where it came from? Animal or human? No, and I’m not going to ask. It’s brains, and it’s in front of me, and that’s all I need to know.


  I slump until I’m sitting on the kitchen floor, the way I used to do as a Normal when Dad was working late and I had a bad day and came home and spooned chocolate chip mint ice cream down my gullet.


  Dane gently takes the empty container from my hand, and I smile weakly.


  “How long?” he asks, washing it out in the sink and turning it over to dry on the counter.


  “Since I fed? Since the day before I got Vanished, I guess.” My voice is soft and hazy, like the field of vision through my fluttering eyelids. “We had some cat food along the way, but you know how that goes.”


  “Cat food?” Courtney stands above me, hands on her hips, jutting out her chest. “Gross.”


  Dane shrugs. “It’ll do in a pinch. It’s better than nothing, Courtney.”


  “Still.” She sniffs. “Nasty.”


  He gives me a minute, then reaches down and helps me up.


  I don’t thank him. Instead I say, “That was rude, what you said to Lucy earlier.”


  Courtney huffs, the seeds of jealousy already sprouting. “Who’s Lucy?”


  “The Normal,” we both say at once.


  He turns to me. “It’s for her own good. You know that. You were careless to include her in the first place.”


  Sca-rew this guy all of a sudden.


  I stare at him, disbelieving. “She came to me. She saw us and came to me. By then, it was too late. What did you want me to do? Tick her off? Alienate her like you just did?”


  “Better she gets ticked off and stays away than you encourage her and she keeps hanging around until one of the Zerkers gets her.”


  I shrug. “I figured I could protect her.”


  “That’s not your job anymore.”


  “Maybe not as a Keeper but as a human. I mean . . . Well, you know what I mean. Isn’t one of the zombie laws to always protect Normals from the Zerkers?”


  “That’s just it, Maddy. You’re not bound by zombie laws anymore.”


  I feel like I’ve been punched. It’s one thing to hear the Council of Elders say it, but Dane? “There’s a higher law, Dane. You and I both know that. I can’t just turn that off because I’m dead.”


  He shakes his head. “We don’t have time for philosophy. We’re here now.” He points to Courtney and the duffel bags. “We’ll take care of this. You and Stamp just stay out of our way.”


  Stamp. I look around, don’t see him. “Where’s Stamp?” I ask Courtney.


  She flinches, her nostrils flare, and she looks at the stairs. “I sent him to his room.”


  “He’s not a child!” I spit, stomping away.


  “Then he shouldn’t act like one!”


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 29


  Time-out


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  Stamp leans on the windowsill, staring at the street.


  “Stamp?” I ask, though I’ve been in the room for nearly a minute now. And I know he knows it.


  “Where were you?” he asks, finally turning around. His broad shoulders hit the off-white plastic blinds, and they explode with a rattle-tattle like a machine gun.


  Neither of us blinks.


  I keep my voice level and calm. “I told you I was going to school.”


  “All day?”


  I nod. “I should have been more specific, Stamp. I should have said I’d be at school all day.”


  He nods. “I wouldn’t have even cared so much, if it wasn’t for that girl downstairs.”


  I stifle a chuckle. “You mean Courtney?”


  He nods, then elaborates. “Uh-huh, the blonde with the big . . . you know.” He holds his arms out in front of his chest the way kids will signify big bazooms without actually saying something as stupid and cheese ball as big bazooms.


  I snort. “Yeah, well, that wasn’t my idea.”


  “At least Lucy plays with me.”


  “She does?”


  “Yeah, I mean, she talks to me like I’m a regular person and asks me all kinds of good questions.”


  I cock my head. “Yeah, like, what kinds of good questions?”


  He shrugs, looking slightly antsy, like maybe this is all boring grown-up talk and he’d rather go back to discussing something more interesting, like big bazooms. “Big-people questions, like where I’m from and how I’m doing and what I like about you and what you do at night and . . .” His voice trails off, as if that’s too much to remember all at once.


  “She asks about me?” I don’t know whether to be flattered or concerned.


  He nods again, bored with me, looking out at the street. “A lot of the time she does.” He turns to smile at me. “It’s okay, though. I don’t mind talking about you that much.” He snickers, like this is some inside joke he has with himself.


  I want to ask more, but I hear clomping up the steps. Heavy clomping. Dane style. I listen and don’t hear any Courtney-style clomping. He enters the room cautiously, as if maybe he thinks we’re talking about him.


  Stamp has turned away from me again, looking out the window as I told him . . . two days ago. I wonder how long he’ll stand there, doing the same thing. Until I tell him to stop, I guess.


  Dane walks to me quietly, eyes questioning.


  I look at him and try to smile, but it’s hard. Being in the same room with him and Stamp is at once so familiar and so ruined.


  Still, this isn’t about me. I clear my throat. “Stamp? Someone’s here to see you.”


  Nothing.


  I try not to take it personally because he does move a little slow these days. I try again. “Stamp?”


  Finally he turns cautiously, and when he sees who it is, he smiles. “Dane!” His voice is warm and familiar, in a way he almost never uses for me.


  “Hey, buddy.” Dane walks over.


  Like magnets, they get drawn to each other until they’re so close I guess instinct takes over, and they hug. Whoa. I didn’t see that coming. Stamp seems a little uncomfortable at first, maybe because Dane probably didn’t say ten words to him the whole time we were in Sentinel City together.


  But then, we haven’t been together, not really, since Orlando. And even then, Stamp and Dane were never BFFs.


  But right now, my dead, shriveled heart is pretty close to pumping again. This moment makes me think of family, and what that word means, and how once upon a time I thought I’d never need anyone else but these two. And now, neither one really belongs to me anymore.


  Stamp is locked in his own mind, a shadow of his old self. Every choice Dane has made since we moved to Sentinel City has taken him farther from me. Suddenly I realize my adopted, undead family is breaking apart even as I struggle to keep it together.


  When they separate, only Dane looks vaguely uncomfortable about it.


  Stamp nods. “I missed you.”


  I swear I can feel Dane’s heart unshrivel like the Grinch’s.


  Then dude totally ruins it: “Maddy did too.”


  “Stamp!”


  “Did so. You said you did! A hundred times, even!”


  Dane chuckles. He looks at me and says, “I missed you guys too.”


  Gheez, where’s Courtney when you need her?


  Ah, spoke too soon. Soft footsteps announce her presence.


  “Knock knock,” she says right behind us instead of actually having knocked on the door.


  I turn around and grimace.


  “There’s someone downstairs with Chinese food.”


  “Finally!” I snap, zipping out the door.


  Lucy is standing at the front door, a bag from Lop Sing’s in her hand, a dopey smile on her face. She’s in this maroon velour jumpsuit thing that’s formfitting in some places, lumpy in others, trying to be funky but not quite cutting it, like something out of a Cribs episode. It makes me flinch a little.


  “Are you done already?” I say, dragging her inside.


  No one has followed me down, so it’s just us in the kitchen.


  She looks a little squirrely. “My dad saw that new Missing flyer and told me to take the night off. They’re going to stop delivering until they catch whoever’s doing this, so I thought Stamp might like some more moo shu.”


  I take the bag and slide it onto the counter, then look upstairs. I don’t hear footsteps, and I can’t imagine anything worse than spending the evening watching Dane and Courtney cuddle and coo while Stamp watches out the window for Zerkers, no matter how many times I tell him to stop.


  When I look back at her, she has some paper in her hand. “More Missing posters. They just dropped them off at the restaurant. I know a few of them. I mean, they’re all kids from my school.”


  I take them, give them a cursory glance, see three more yearbook photos, and blanch. I set them on the kitchen counter, next to the first two. They’re all so young, and I know they’re all gone. And I can’t help thinking it’s all my fault.


  Again.


  The house grows claustrophobic as I hear footsteps upstairs. I just . . . I want out. Now. I want to be doing something, not just waiting and waiting, as Dane wants us to do.


  “Can we go?” Before she can answer, I shuttle her back outside. “Do you mind?”


  She shrugs. “I know Dad wanted me home now, but it’s so early and I didn’t come bribe you just to sit on the sidelines and watch Seagull Shores get infested, you know?”


  That’s a pretty good answer, as answers go. She starts for her car, and I gently guide her past her driveway, down the street.


  “That won’t help you if trouble comes,” I say.


  She looks back at her car wistfully, as if she may never see it again, but nods and follows me down the street just the same.


  “Trust me.” I chuckle. “You’re tooling along, thinking you’re immune, and then you come to a road all blocked by burning cars and overturned ambulances, and there’s nowhere for you to go, and suddenly you’re stuck, a sitting duck. Better to be on your feet.”


  “Really?” she asks, catching up to me.


  “Really.”


  I stand at the intersection of Lumpfish Lane and Snapper Street, looking left, then right. I chew on my lip and turn to Lucy. “Is there someplace we can sit and not be bothered but not look weird doing it?”


  She squints, thoughtfully looking over my shoulder. “There’s the playground in Center Square. It’s not far from here but close to downtown. It’s supposed to be closed after dark, but as long as you’re not acting the fool, nobody will bother us.”


  We walk slowly toward downtown Seagull Shores. It’s dark but still early—9:00 or 10:00 probably. I mean, early by zombie standards.


  Lucy doesn’t seem tired. Just the opposite, in fact. As we get closer to downtown, she ducks into a Stop N Go and buys two bottles of cheap grape soda. I don’t know if it’s a coincidence and she likes that junk too or if she’s seen the empty bottles around the kitchen at the house on Lumpfish Lane.


  It feels good, sipping and walking with someone other than Stamp for a change. It’s something you would do with a friend, which reminds me: in all this time, I haven’t seen or heard her say one thing to another human soul. Haven’t met her parents, haven’t even seen her swap high fives with another kid at school.


  The walk is slow and casual, the night air cool but not brisk. Here and there, orange or purple or green Halloween lights blink in a storefront window or a jack-o’-lantern flickers on a front stoop.


  I sip the cold, sugary soda, feeling it in my cells.


  The silence between us is comfortable.


  I put the cap back on my soda and clear my throat. When she looks at me, I ask, “So I’m not sure how to say this without sounding insensitive, but how are your friends doing with all these other kids going missing?”


  She smirks and sips some soda, her upper lip tinted purple until she licks it. “Is that your majorly awkward way of asking why I don’t have any friends?”


  I snort.


  The park comes into view, still a ways away: a vast opening just off Main Street, clean white sidewalks and a manicured lawn and benches and swings and monkey bars.


  “I guess so, yeah.”


  She shrugs.


  Our shoes pad on the sidewalk. From an open window somewhere, maybe even an early Halloween party, the strains of “Monster Mash” twinkle in the air.


  “You could say I’m not very good at being popular.” She tosses me a vaguely embarrassed look. Then she juts out her chin. “Plus, we just moved here not too long ago.”


  I nod. That would explain her loner status in the halls, the lack of friends knocking down her door, and the quiet cell phone.


  Then again, I get the feeling that even if Lucy had lived here since birth, she still wouldn’t be getting texts at all hours, sharing BFF stuff like which boy is cute and who dumped who and, OMG, did you see who they just voted off American Idols Who Think They Can Dance last night?


  Which is cool and actually quite familiar. If it hadn’t been for my own BFF, Hazel, back in Barracuda Bay, I probably would have been a lot like Lucy. Probably a lot less annoying and anal but most likely just as unpopular and vaguely restless and all kinds of lonely. I mean, when you’re actively seeking out the living dead as your friends of choice, you know you’re not quite socially adjusted.


  The park is quiet, dark, and big. We stand at the mouth of it, looking at the empty benches and the tall and not-so-tall palms dotting the nice green lawn. There is a gurgling fountain in the middle, a walking path of rust-colored pavers, and a swing set—all sterile, like something off a brochure cover.


  We sit at opposite ends of a bench by the fountain, leaning the plastic bottles of soda against the slats between us, kind of like cup holders. The air is cool and quiet, perfect for listening for Zerker noises. From here in the middle of the park, we have a view of most of Main Street and a few other streets.


  It feels good to be doing something. Frankly, I don’t know what else to do. At least this way if people come running out of a random building screaming, I’ll be close enough to do something about it.


  And this time, I will do something. You can bet on that.


  We sit quietly for a few moments, just listening. For Zerker noises. I’m not quite sure what that might be. Drool hitting the ground? Stupid shuffling? But I’m listening for anything nonhuman at this point.


  Then out of nowhere, Lucy says, “So . . . you and Dane? What’s the deal?”


  I chuckle, crossing my legs, and realize I’m still in my school uniform. Man, I really did want to get out of that house tonight. “We were kind of a thing for a while.”


  Her eyes get a little bigger. “Yeah? How a while?”


  I look to see if she’s poking fun or actually interested, but her face is a mask. We’ve got nothing better to do, so I answer. “Long enough to matter.”


  She nods. “Okay, I mean, but how does that work?”


  “It doesn’t, apparently.”


  “I meant how does that physically work?”


  I roll my eyes. Stupid Normals and their morbid curiosity. “I know what you meant, Lucy. It’s complicated, okay?”


  She puts her hands up, girl talk for Okay, okay, I wasn’t all that interested anyway.


  “What? It doesn’t talk about zombie anatomy in your little book there?” I tousle the strap of her messenger bag on the bench between us.


  She shakes her head. “If it does, I haven’t gotten to that chapter yet. Maybe I should read faster.”


  I snort. “I suggest skipping it altogether.”


  A surprisingly not-that-awkward silence follows.


  Then she smirks and says, “Was it serious?”


  “Yes,” I moan instantly, as if it’s been bottled up for weeks and just waiting to come out. Who else is there to talk to about it? Stamp? “It was hella serious, and I thought it would last forever, which really means something when you’re undead and, ugh, now he’s here with that zombie tramp, and it hurts major. I just can’t believe what a monumental tool he became.”


  She snickers a little. “That must have felt good, huh? Getting that off your chest.”


  “I’m sorry.” I almost gasp. “I just, you know, being a zombie is kind of lonely and isolated.”


  “I bet . . . So, probably, you tend to get a little clingy so you don’t feel as isolated.”


  I see where she’s going. “Heh. No, not clingy exactly, but I see what you mean. If anything, maybe I wasn’t clingy enough.”


  She arches an eyebrow.


  I think of Dane’s Sentinel training, his missions, my Keeper training, and Vera’s constant demands. Of my body, my mind, my allegiance, and my time. And then there was Dad, who I tried to see every night before he went to sleep. And poor Stamp, who I felt like I should pop in on every now and then. “What I mean is,” I say out loud, “if I had been a little more clingy, we might not have drifted apart.”


  She’s nodding encouragingly, so it just kind of spills out: “Whatever. I know how it sounds, but he was so nice, to me anyway. I know he looks thuggish, and I never thought I’d be one of those girls who dug that, but that wasn’t what did it for me. He was a very different person around me, with me. A calm and happy and safe person, you know?”


  Her gaze goes a little far away, like maybe she does know, all too well. Then she quietly nods.


  I sigh and look at my hands resting on my green-and-blue plaid skirt. “I thought he was the one, you know?”


  She nods. “Maybe he just got scared.”


  My lips go thin because what the hell does she know about it? Then again, what do I know? She could be the resident relationship expert in Seagull Shores, for all I know. “Go on.”


  She shrugs. “You guys are supposed to live a long, long time, right? So maybe he didn’t want it to be literally till death do you part, you know?”


  I scoff. Loudly. “It wasn’t like we were married or anything.”


  She takes a sip of her soda and puts it back down. “Maybe not, but maybe it felt like that to him. Was he dating anyone when you met?”


  I think of Chloe and snort. “Not hardly.”


  Lucy nods.


  “What? What does that nod mean?”


  She smiles, probably surprised by my desperate tone.


  Even I’m surprised by it.


  “He strikes me as a lone wolf, is all. Brooding . . .”


  “Go on.” She’s 110 percent dead-on so far.


  “Well, so, sometimes guys like Dane will pull a dick move just to end it fast rather than actually, you know, tell you about it.”


  “But why?”


  She shrugs. “Why do guys pull dick moves ever? So they’re done, over and out, free to walk away. He probably doesn’t even like this Courtney chick, but it’s better than dragging it out another few decades with—”


  I put a finger up. To her mouth.


  She winces because I’m sure it’s cold and she’s probably going to have to gargle with cherry-scented hand sanitizer now. But to her credit, she doesn’t move and even shuts up.


  I remove it and turn around, pointing to the cluster of palm trees ringing the park. “Did you hear that?” I whisper so low she has to lean in. I repeat. “Did you hear that?”


  “No, ’cause I was giving you all that good love advice just now.”


  “I thought I heard a twig snap.”


  “Shit.” She looks around, panic clearly gripping her. “So this was a pretty stupid idea, huh? I mean, look at us here: we’re like fish in a barrel!”


  I shush her, but if someone is back there watching us, she’s right: our goose is cooked anyway.


  I slide the Eliminator from my front pocket, popping both ends.


  She looks down at the two kinds of metal hissing out. Her eyes get even bigger. “What’s that?”


  “That’s not in your book either?”


  She shakes her head.


  I shrug, feeling pretty smug about that. I hold up the weapon, just high enough so she can see but whoever’s snapping twigs behind us can’t. “It’s called an Eliminator. Well, I mean, I call it that, anyway.”


  She rolls her eyes, as if I don’t know it’s cheesy. I know it, but when you haven’t slept for over a year, yeah, you find cheesy things to name cheesy things so you don’t go stark, raving mind. That, and I never in a million years pictured myself sitting on a park bench in another beach town showing off a weapon to some Normal chick with a backpack full of zombie books.


  She nods toward it, eyes wide. “How’s it work?”


  “Well, the ice pick goes in the ear, killing the brain instantly. The scalpel cuts off the head, just to make sure.”


  She’s so still I feel the need to say something more, if only to convince myself. “In theory, anyway.”


  Her frown tells me that was probably the wrong ad to lib.


  “What? You haven’t killed a live Zerker yet?”


  I’m about to correct her when she says, “You know what I mean—a moving Zerker?”


  “Well, I was still in training when they Vanished me, so—”


  “You mean banished.”


  “No, I mean Vanished. But it’s kind of the same thing.”


  She looks at me expectantly.


  I sigh and look toward the palm trees, squinting into the yellow darkness but see nothing, hear nothing.


  I look back at her. “Basically, I got kicked out of Sentinel City.”


  I kind of worry I’ve said too much already, but she’s still listening and, besides, who is she going to tell . . . that would believe her, anyway?


  “It’s, well, it doesn’t matter. When they kick you out, they call it being Vanished. So I never finished my training or got to actually, you know, ice pick and decapitate a real Zerker.”


  “So, like, you’re not even an official zombie?”


  I shake my head. “It’s a long story—”


  There. Right there. I heard another one. I stand, senses on high alert, Eliminator at my side, forget whether or not they can see it. In fact, screw that. I want them to see it. Stupid Zerkers.


  Lucy moves too, her velour jumpsuit swishing, but I still her with a wave.


  She sits, and I turn. The palm trees sway against the yellowish sky. Shadows and shapes form just beyond the line of trees behind us.


  Shit, this was a stupid move.


  Really stupid. And now I’ve got a Normal along for the ride.


  Another twig snaps, and a leg appears, a running shoe attached, lemon-yellow jogging shorts, white hoodie, all blood splattered.


  Lucy has turned around. “It’s . . . It’s him. Armand Suit. The exchange student.” The fear rolls off her in waves.


  It’s one thing to buy a bunch of zombie books and slap some edgy skull stickers on your messenger bag, but to stand there staring one in the face, well, that’s a whole other story.


  I grunt. “It’s not just him.”


  A second later his girlfriend emerges, dried blood all over, hair still up in a freakishly neat ponytail.


  They move forward smoothly.


  I think how well Bones and Dahlia, Zerkers to the core, assimilated at Barracuda Bay High. Why not these two? What’s to stop them from taking a shower one day soon, putting their uniforms back on, and just showing up at school? They could say they were foolhardy, ran away, spent all their money, came home, and now they’ll be all better, just let them back into school and let them do their makeup work, pretty please.


  It could work, and it would work, so why are they still shuffling about like horror movie zombies, creepy and obvious to anyone foolish enough to venture out for a late-night stroll?


  Suddenly a third Zerker stumbles out, a vision of creep, face scarred horribly, teeth visible on the right side of her jaw line, half a nostril missing on the same side.


  And I blink to make sure. It is. It is the girl, the jogger, the one I could have saved.


  Unlike the other two, who look plenty bloody but otherwise normal, there’ll be no passing for her. Not in this afterlife. The right shoulder of her white track jacket is crimson, her one good eye wide and yellow and searching for brains.


  “Stand,” I tell Lucy.


  She doesn’t even blink. Just does it, and for once I don’t mind the gentle whispering of her maroon velour track suit nightmare.


  “Get behind me and stay there.”


  I should probably tell her to go get Dane and Courtney, even Stamp, but I’m afraid these aren’t the only three Zerkers in town. If I let her go alone, she could run into more and not have me or my Eliminator around to help her. The last thing I want is to see Lucy one-eyed and bloody, showing up with a bag of cold moo shu at my door tomorrow.


  She stands there at my back, sticking close. I keep the bench between us and the trio of Zerkers, not that it will do much good. But if all it does is buy Lucy a few extra seconds to get away, it’s worth it.


  The two with their faces still intact pause in front of the stand of palm trees. Jogger Girl keeps walking, stopping, turning for reassurance. The other two hiss at her. Hiss. I’m not even exaggerating. Even I cringe a little. I glance behind me, and Lucy goes pale.


  Jogger Girl turns and grits her exposed teeth, walking toward me. No, more like limping. Then I realize why. Her right sock is drenched with blood, her shoe missing. The shoe . . . The one I hid beneath the sink the other night.


  She’s coming right for us.


  “What should I do?” Lucy asks, fumbling for her phone. “I’m calling 911.”


  “And tell them what? A Zerker is coming? By the time you explain that, we’ll both have yellow eyes and matching teeth for the rest of our afterlives.”


  “Well, what, then?”


  “Just let me handle it!” I hiss, wishing I had asked Dane for his cell number first instead of just running out of the house, half-cocked and jealous.


  I look behind me, where the town is dark but the coast looks clear. At this point, screw it. I’d rather have her sprint home and get the others and stand a passing chance at living than keep her here with me. “Run, Lucy! Just get back to Lumpfish Lane. Go get the others. Tell them where I am, have them stay there and shut the door, and don’t answer it until one of us breaks it down.”


  But she stands there, clueless. Not that I can blame her, but she needed to be gone a few minutes ago if I’m ever going to get any help. But then, that’s my fault. I can’t be mad at the Normal because I got Vanished and old and rusty in less than a week. I shove her, and she blinks to life, sprinting off on her short legs.


  I turn to Jogger Girl, whose bloody socks squish with every step.


  “Good. Now we’re even.”


  She cocks her head, and a little drool runs out the toothy side.


  I look over her shoulder and see a few others have joined the Living Dead Cross Country team. Two, three, four, five more. Two girls, the rest guys. Two are still in their school uniforms; another is in a Burger Barn uniform, as if they got him just after he clocked out. This is happening fast. Faster than in Barracuda Bay, faster than I know what to do about.


  They all look young, like the faces on the Missing posters lining up on the kitchen counter back on Lumpfish Lane. I’m quite certain, if I could stop the onslaught and poll them one by one, I’d learn they’re all from Seagull Shores Prep School. And who else would do that? Who else would turn only students into Zerkers but a twisted, wicked, revenge-fueled chick . . . like Val?


  Jogger Girl is closer now, a soft keen coming from her jagged mouth. God, she looks worse than some of the masks we’d wear to scare the audience in the Great Movie Monster Makeover Show.


  “Can you hear?” I ask, gripping the Eliminator, trying to keep her occupied, focused on me, on my mouth, my head, not the hand at my side. “Can you talk?”


  “Yeah,” she grunts, soft air moving through the hole in her cheek where I see her pinkish-white jaw muscles flex. It’s a reedy sound but weird because her voice is so Zerker deep. “I just don’t like to.”


  That airiness combined with that hoarseness—I figure probably the gash in her throat nicked some vocal cords when the Zerkers were chewing on her face.


  I shiver. “Stop. You don’t have to do this. I, I know there are a lot of them, but I have friends too.”


  She shakes her head, as if even she knows how stupid I sound. “Just don’t,” she says, limping faster now. “It won’t work.”


  I raise the Eliminator, hoping she’ll see it and stop, giving her one last chance. “Don’t,” I blurt, my voice raw with guilt. “Don’t make me do this.”


  “Do what?” she says, three feet away now. She pauses, giving me that creepy half smile that is her full smile because half her freakin’ face is missing. Her good eye narrows. “All you’re doing is finishing what they started. What you let them start.”


  “I couldn’t,” I sputter, “take them all by myself.”


  She cocks her head, drool drizzling onto her shoeless foot. “That’s not what she says.”


  “She? Who she?” I growl. “Tell me!”


  But she’s walking again. “Why should I help you”—that whistly voice croaks from her mouth and throat at the same time—“when you never helped me?”


  I shake my head, begging now. “Stop. Just. Stop.”


  She gives me that horror movie half smile. As if she knows what she’s doing, as if she’s doing it on purpose, and how can I blame her?


  When she walks to the bench, just when she’s flush with it, I lunge with the ice pick. It slides in a smidge past her ear, slick and stiff all the way. I feel her thick, black, oozing Zerker blood splooge across my hand, but I hold tight.


  Her good eye gets big. She drools some more, quivering on the end of my weapon, hands flailing at her side. I’m there when the lights go out, standing just out of range at arm’s length. She slumps to the ground, taking me with her, the weapon still half stuck in her skull.


  I yank it out and stand above her. The Zerkers on the fringe creep forward now, grumbling. Then they stop.


  A voice behind me says, “Finish it, Maddy.”


  I turn. “Dane?”


  “You have to. To make sure.”


  I shake my head, and he snatches the Eliminator from my hand. It’s glossed with black Zerker blood, but he doesn’t even pause before slicing across her throat, through her spine, until her face lands, horror-mask-side-down, a few inches away.


  She looks almost peaceful now, without her exposed teeth shining.


  Behind us, without much fanfare, Stamp and Courtney bend toward the playground dirt, using their cold, gray hands to begin digging a shallow grave to hide the Zerker body and its head.


  Lucy stands around awkwardly, then kneels to help.


  Stamp gives her a smile, like, oh, what fun it is to bury Zerkers in a playground in the night!


  Dane hands me the Eliminator, nods toward the other Zerkers drifting into the tree line. With the others busy, he moves closer, wiping Zerker blood onto his khaki pants. “What did she mean just now? About what you let them start?”


  I look up at him helplessly, shaking my head. “It’s too late now, Dane. And I don’t owe you explanations anymore.”


  He clenches his jaw but finally nods. “You’re right. You don’t. I just thought you seemed upset and might want to talk about it.”


  I stare at him in disbelief. “This is hardly the time, and you’re hardly the person I’d go spilling my guts to now.”


  He nods, scanning me from head to toe before turning his attention toward the Zerkers, who are disappearing one by one into the stand of palms bordering the park. “Fair enough,” he grunts, nodding toward them. “How many?”


  “Six,” I count on the fly, but they’re moving fast.


  “Wrong,” he says, pointing a blood-blackened finger at something above their heads.


  There, in the shadows, lurks a seventh.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 30


  Jeepers Sleepers


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  Why didn’t you go get them when you had the chance?” Lucy paces in the living room, velour sweatpants whoosh-whishing as she keeps throwing her hands in the air, soap opera style. “They were right there!”


  “There are procedures,” Dane says coolly, leaning against the kitchen counter. Behind him, Courtney casually spoons fresh brains from one of his plastic Sentinel-sanctioned to-go containers.


  I wonder how she can be so poised about it. It kind of makes me wonder if the Sentinels eat the real thing a lot more often than the rest of us do.


  Dane levels his gaze at Lucy and continues, “It’s more complicated than that. What if there were more in there, hiding, waiting for us to rush back, guns blazing? A lot more? What if they wiped us out our first week in town? What if nobody were here to call in the Sentinels until it was too late? Then where would your precious Seagull Shores be?”


  She paces some more, nodding. “Okay, okay, I guess. But what now? What if those goons are ransacking the town as we speak? Going house to house?”


  Dane shakes his head. “We’ve already put in a call to the Sentinels. They’re aware of the situation and on standby. But without a confirmed sighting of Val, they’re not willing to commit any reinforcements. For now, it’s just us.”


  She shakes her head, hands up in a can-you-believe-this-shit motion, but no one nods in an I-know-right way because we’ve all been there, done this before.


  The Sentinels suck; let’s face it. There’s a reason undead folks call them zombie cops. Like real cops, they’re never around when you flippin’ need one.


  Dane looks at Courtney spooning her brains. Then at me. Then at Stamp. Then at Lucy. “Listen. It’s late. Your parents must be freaking out.”


  I watch her face, but it’s fairly placid. Like, No big deal that it’s nearly midnight and I almost just got bushwhacked by a half-faced undead jogger and I’m the only person breathing in the room, and, oh, by the way, there’s a chick eating brains right out of the fridge.


  He adds, “Get some rest. We’ll walk the streets tonight, make sure nothing else happens. Tomorrow we’ll all go to school, see what develops. Maybe one of them will show up or slip up and we can find out where they’re staying and track them down.”


  Lucy nods, as if this is a good idea.


  It’s not, but maybe she doesn’t know that yet.


  “Come on.” I grab her messenger bag from the counter. “I’ll walk you home.”


  “No. Really. It’s just next door. Don’t be silly.”


  Dane nods at me.


  “Yeah, well, we were just in the park, and look how much trouble we got into there.”


  She bites her lip and frowns as I slide open the back door and walk to the patio. “Come on.” I stare her down, giving her no way out, waving her outside like a puppy who has to go number one.


  I wait for her at the gate. Looking up, I see the light in the same second-story window, the rest of the house as dark as the midnight sky that surrounds it.


  “Thanks,” she says, shutting the gate behind her. In the yellow dark of my zombie vision, I see the dirt stuck under her fingernails from digging a grave for Jogger Girl. “I’m fine. Just watch me from here. Really.”


  Her voice is insistent, which turns up my radar another notch.


  I shake my head and take her arm a little more forcefully than I intended. I forget sometimes that she’s a Normal. Then again, nothing’s really been normal about this Normal since we met. Which is kind of why I want to meet the parents who spawned this little type A go-getter. Once and for all.


  “I’d like to see your folks,” I say, dragging her toward the front stoop. “Thank your dad for all that awesome moo shu.”


  “Oh, he . . . won’t be home yet.”


  “You don’t say.” I knock on the front door. Pound on it, to be more exact. “Well, maybe I can apologize to your mom for keeping you out so late tonight.”


  “No, he and Mom . . . work late. Every night.”


  I nod. Try the door. It’s locked. “Then I should probably stay with you, just tonight. Make sure no Zerkers get you.”


  I’m expecting a nervous chuckle, a shake of her head, something.


  Nothing.


  She stands there on the front stoop, clutching her messenger bag, not rooting around for the key, not moving, not speaking.


  I sigh, turning the knob, turning, turning until—snap and crackle—the door pops open.


  I wait a beat for the sound of a distant TV or someone calling out, Lucy, is that you, dear? For a kitchen light to turn on or a pot of tea whistling or a grandfather clock ticking in the foyer.


  Nothing.


  Inside it’s dark and empty. No easy chair for Dad to sit in after a long night over the wok. No TV for Mom to watch her soap operas on. No dinner table. No chairs. No Halloween decorations.


  In the dark kitchen: no dishes, no forks, no knives. Just a counter full of greasy wrappers from Burger Barn and lots of crumpled soda cans. Energy drinks, mostly, their overly tall cans empty and crunched.


  Like this place belongs to a teenager. Living alone. On permanent spring break.


  I walk upstairs and turn halfway up.


  She’s still in the doorway, looking at the floor.


  My voice is a mix between disappointed and more disappointed. “You coming?”


  She looks up, a pained expression on her face.


  “There’s Zerkers out there, remember?” I remind her.


  She steps in quickly, shutting the door behind her, leaning against it with her back to squeeze it all the way shut. Suddenly, I feel kind of stupid about breaking the lock that way.


  The rooms are empty, all of them, except the one with the light on upstairs. There’s a sleeping bag on the floor, a big shiny laptop open next to it, the screen blue, in sleep mode. There’s a little dorm fridge humming in the corner, some random magazines scattered about, more zombie books, a few cell phones—the cheap, disposable kind you get in gas stations and charge with cash.


  I stand in the middle, my sneaker nudging a book called Living with the Living Dead.


  I turn to her very slowly. “What gives?”


  She follows me into the room, slumps against the far wall dramatically. “I knew you’d find out.” She picks lint off one of her velour knees. “I knew you were too smart to fall for it.”


  “Fall for what?”


  She waves a hand around the room, looks up at me as if she might cry. “All of it. The stupid zombie books. Me living right next door. Really? Right next door? Not two doors down, even? Being able to hack into the school system like that dude from Facebook or whatever. The driver’s license. The school schedule. Just all of it.”


  I try not to wince. I kind of actually did buy all that stuff. Man, am I unprepared for being Vanished. “You mean, no dad who owns a Chinese restaurant? No brother who can hack into school computers?”


  She smirks. “What? Do you fall for every Asian stereotype?”


  “You’re the one who kept showing up with Chinese food, saying it was from your dad’s place, jackass! You’re the one who told me your brother hacked into the school board, got me a driver’s license, whatever.”


  She looks at me, nonplussed. Her elbows rest on her knees, her palms up. “I never thought you’d believe me. I kept waiting for you to call BS on me every time I spun another lie.”


  “Then why’d you say it?”


  “They told me to say it. It’s only my third assignment. What do I know? I thought maybe you understood the code or whatever.”


  “What assignment? Who’s they?”


  “The Keepers.” When all I can do is blink and keep my jaw from hitting the floor, she adds, almost sheepishly, “I’m a Sleeper.”


  Now it’s my turn to slump to the floor, resting an arm on her humming black dorm fridge as I lean against it. “I can’t with all this living dead James Bond crap anymore. The hell is a Sleeper?”


  She looks at me as if I should already know, then looks away, then back. “Don’t you know? What, is this your first assignment too?”


  “I’m not on assignment, Lucy, remember? I’m Vanished. I shouldn’t even be here.”


  She looks at me, blinking.


  Then I remember she asked me a question. “And, no, I don’t know what a Sleeper is. Nobody tells me anything, apparently. I’m like the Rodney Dangerfield of Sentinel City.”


  “Sleepers are like civilian sympathizers with the Keepers. Like secret agents. Undercover. You know, kids like me go to school and sniff around, but grown-ups work in hospitals or police departments or whatever, where they can look for evidence of Zerkers.”


  I shake my head, not because I don’t believe her but because in all that time I was training with the Keepers, nobody said a word about Sleepers. Not one. “So you don’t really go to Seagull Shores Prep School?”


  She gives me bitch-please face. “I don’t go to any school. I’m nineteen.”


  I look at her differently. She could be nineteen. Then again, she could be sixteen. Or twenty. With her baby-doll T-shirts and hipster messenger bag and goofy barrettes and knee socks, how should I know how old she is?


  I shake my head.


  The dorm fridge vibrates against my rib cage. Every few minutes there’s a clink like the fan is on its way out or something, and it shoots out a musty smell.


  “But why? How? In what universe would you and Vera ever be in the same room together?”


  She looks away, talking to the wall. “When Zerkers attack someplace, when they infest a town like, say, Seagull Shores, what do you think happens? Afterward, I mean. Once the dust settles and the fires go out and the soldiers or whoever leave. What do you think happens then?”


  I look at her thoughtfully, trying to form an answer. I should know, I suppose. It did happen to my town. But I ran so fast and so far that I never stuck around to find out what happened to those who survived.


  The most I saw of what happened to Barracuda Bay after we killed the last Zerker was in my rearview mirror. I guess I fast-forwarded through the part she’s talking about. Beyond my dad and a couple of my friends’ parents, a teacher or two, I never really wondered what happened to folks who lost kids or brothers or sisters or moms or dads.


  When I don’t answer, she stares at me with cold eyes and starts speaking with a voice to match. “Say your whole family gets wiped out and you’re seventeen and you’re wandering around town in some clothes the Salvation Army gave you, wondering where you’re going to sleep that night, and some chick in blue cargo pants comes up to you and gives you a bag of hot, greasy Burger Barn and money for a hotel room and new clothes. Suppose she sticks around all week, checking in on you, feeding you, and one thing leads to another and, well, you do the math.”


  I picture Lucy as she describes it: wearing sweatpants and a flannel shirt, maybe, thrift shop stuff like I stole for Stamp and me. Dirty and hungry, dazed and confused, wandering around. No home, no car, no money.


  My voice sounds loud after staying silent so long. “So Vera, like, recruited you?”


  I think of me, sitting in Sentinel City that first night, Vera sitting across from me, a file as thick as a phone book between us. She knew everything about what happened in Barracuda Bay and afterward in Orlando. Pictures, files, phone calls, bank records, pay stubs, the works. Why would it be any different if she wanted to recruit a Normal on the outside?


  “That happened to you, Lucy? Your family? Zerkers?”


  She nods. I think of the few missions Dane has been on since becoming a Sentinel. He never says much, but I know of a few semi-infestations that have happened since we’ve been in Sentinel City. There was that cluster in Tennessee back in January. And something in Georgia. That one even made the news.


  “When?” I ask her. “Where?”


  “It was a few years ago, up in Tallahassee.”


  I wrack my brain. I was still a Normal then, two years ago. “You mean that train full of hazardous waste that ran off the tracks?”


  She chuckles. “Yeah, that’s what they told everyone. Kind of like the way they told everyone what happened in Barracuda Bay was a school fire, right?”


  I nod. She has a point. Vera always said the Sentinels were the muscle stopping Zerker infestations but the Keepers were the brains of the outfit. Maybe this is what she meant.


  I look at her, chin up. “But it wasn’t hazardous waste?”


  “It was Zerkers. My dad was a professor at a community college up there, a feeder school for FSU. He taught graphic design. My mom was head of the nursing school there. My brother was on the lacrosse team. It was a real family affair, except for me. I was still in high school.”


  “What happened?”


  “Kids had gone missing at the college.” She pauses to collect her thoughts.


  I blink twice, remembering Hazel and the Curse of Third Period Home Ec.


  “Nothing like what’s going on now, nothing so fast like this, but enough that Mom and Dad would talk about it at dinner, you know? Anyway, one day during classes, I guess somebody pulled the fire alarm. Everyone was in the halls, going outside, when they just started . . . feasting.


  “It was the afternoon. I used to ride my bike up after school. Dad had a class break around then, and he’d take me for ice cream. My brother might stop in, sometimes with a new girlfriend. Mom was usually too busy with department meetings and such, but every once in a while she’d surprise us.”


  Her eyes go a little blank as she stares at the wall just to the left of me. “I heard the screaming from a block away and sirens coming. I got close enough to see Dad’s car in the staff parking lot, and then a bunch of bloody people started chasing me. People but not people. Like the people we saw tonight. I was on my bike, so I could outrun them, but if I’d gotten off or fallen, we’d be having a very different discussion right now. Or maybe none at all.”


  We both chuckle dryly, and I doubt she even realizes she’s doing it.


  “I just kept pedaling and pedaling, until I was halfway across town and couldn’t hear the sirens anymore. Something caught on fire eventually, a car crash or something at the college, but by the time it got put out and I tried to make it back home, home was gone, burned to the ground. I had a little cash—lunch money, pocket change. Some gift certificates left over from my birthday. I ate junk food and slept in the park and found a paper one day with the names of the dead. My whole family was listed there. All three of them. A little while later, I met Vera and she fed me, gave me a place to sleep . . .”


  She’s still looking toward me but not at me. I wait a beat, then two, until finally her eyes focus and she lasers them in at me. “I’ve been a Sleeper ever since.”


  “I’m sorry, Lucy.”


  She doesn’t blink. “From what Vera told me, your story’s not much better.”


  It kind of makes me queasy to think that Vera told a Normal about me but not as queasy as Lucy must feel, all alone in the world, with a cold fish like Vera as her only friend. And I use that term loosely since, once upon a time, I thought she was my friend too.


  “No, but I still have my dad, you know?”


  She does know. I can tell. She nods and smiles, sniffs a little but never cries. It makes me wonder how many times, if ever, she’s told that story. She nods, and I don’t want her to dwell.


  “But what do you do? On these assignments, I mean. Where do you go?”


  She shrugs. “Whatever they want, within reason. Since I look so young, mostly I just hang around in high schools, wherever more than a few kids have gone missing in a certain time period.”


  “Like here,” I begin, then stop myself midsentence. I cock my head. “But you said people didn’t go missing in Seagull Shores until after we got here.”


  She averts her gaze. “You . . . This was a special case.”


  “You followed me?” I ask, feeling more creeped out by the second. “But how?” I picture Stamp and me stumbling through the sagebrush and scrub pines as we trudged down the east coast of Florida. I know I’m about as clueless as a zombie can be, but no way a chick like Lucy could have stayed on our trail the whole time.


  She shakes that straight black hair side to side. “Vera followed you, saw where you were heading, and sent me here.”


  “Here, to this house?”


  “Once they saw you move in next door, yeah. They set me up. Nothing fancy, just an address and a sleeping bag, some spending money, and they enrolled me at school. Just like I did for you. Well, they did for you.”


  “I thought I was Vanished. But it turns out I’m just bait.”


  I’m not gonna lie; her expression is kind of condescending. I can picture her back in school before Zerkers came into her life, before Vera. She was probably one of those girls I wouldn’t have gotten along with anyway. You know the ones: pretty, smart, but totally focused, zero comprehension of sarcasm, and no real sense that everyone else thinks they’re entitled, stuck-up biotches.


  “You’re not bait, Maddy. You’re just part of a team.”


  “What team?” I huff.


  I dunno, for whatever reason, that superior tone of hers has me wanting to shove her head into a dorm fridge right about now. Or better yet, into that wonky fan in the back that keeps making metallic noises every few minutes. Try being a Sleeper without eyelashes, woman!


  “The team. You know: you, Vera, me.”


  I imagine the bliss of kicking her in the shins.


  Suddenly, she’s the one schooling me. “How do you think this all works? How do you think a few dozen Sentinels and some Keepers keep a lid on every outbreak, every new zombie alert?”


  I hate to admit it, but she’s got me there. “I honestly don’t know. I guess I just assumed . . . Well, I never stopped to think about it.”


  She nods impatiently, as if I’ve interrupted her mojo or something. “This is how. With Sleepers. A coroner here, a sheriff, librarian, federal employee, or reporter there. It’s a network of us working with them working with us.”


  “But why? Why would humans work with zombies? I mean, look at what happened to your family.”


  She blinks, as if this is the stupidest question known to man. I dunno, I’m all befuddled, and maybe it is. “That’s exactly why I’m doing this. I’m not as tough as you or a Sentinel like Dane or Courtney—”


  “She’s not a Sentinel.” Can’t anybody keep this straight? “She’s Sentinel Support.”


  Lucy gives me major WTF face. “Whatever. Jealous much? Either way, I was lost, just sitting there, and Vera mentioned this program, where people like me could help. She knew I’d seen the Zerkers and knew what was up. And more than anything, I didn’t want anyone else to go through what I had, losing their whole family like that. So if I can spend the rest of my life looking out for those yellow-eyed beasts, why wouldn’t I?”


  “Okay, okay,” I hold up a hand to physically stop her from lecturing anymore. This is worse than school. But I guess she has a point. I think of everybody who’s ever lost a son or daughter, sister or brother, husband or wife, friend or neighbor. Wouldn’t they all make good Sleepers too? And wouldn’t some of them happen to be cops or coroners or mail carriers or just plain neighborhood snoops who could put in a call to Vera if they saw some yellow-eyed hooligan gnawing on the neighbor dog’s brain or snatching up joggers out of the middle of the street?


  I sigh, run my hand across my face, then do it again. “So you and Dane and Courtney have been laughing behind my back this whole time?”


  She wrinkles her nose and looks hurt I’d even say such a thing. “What? No? Why? I don’t even know those guys, and they sure don’t know me.”


  “But you said—”


  “Vera recruited me, not the Sentinels. I mean, I assume they know about Sleepers in general, right? But not any particular Sleeper, per se. Do they? Would they?”


  I shrug.


  “From what Vera said, the Keepers like to keep their Sleepers on the down low.”


  I nod, as if I have any idea what she’s saying. As if I care. It’s none of my business anymore anyway, except when people lie to me. “So where’s Vera now?” I ask, almost relieved to hear that somebody’s in touch with the Keepers.


  But she frowns and kicks at the carpet like a little kid might. Or Stamp. “That’s just it. All of a sudden, she’s not returning my calls.”


  “Of course she isn’t.” I stand, then pace around the room in tight circles. “’Cause that would be just too flippin’ easy!”
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  The Exchange Student


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  I stay with Lucy until morning. She gets a little sleep but not much. I get none because, well, for obvious reasons. Basically I just sit there, watching her snore as the night wears on or, when that gets old, walk the halls of the empty house.


  I come back just before dawn and sit down a little louder than I should, but maybe that’s because I’m lonely and wish stupid Normals didn’t have to sleep so much.


  She wakes up quickly, as if she was never even asleep. Just sits up from a dead slumber and smiles shyly and reaches into the dorm fridge and grabs some gross-looking energy drink in a double-long can with neon-bloodred letters down the side.


  I try to read them sideways as she guzzles. They say Level Up or Level Out, and it’s not very good branding because I wouldn’t even know what to ask for if I walked into some random Stop N Go to ask for one. She lets me have a sip, and I think it may be my most newest favorite thing on the entire planet.


  I finish it off, and she scowls.


  That’s it. Her wake-up is complete. I have to admit, I’m more than a little impressed.


  We talk a little and, in the end, decide not to bring up the whole Sleeper thing to the others. Dane; Courtney; Stamp, naturally. What would it solve? Either they already know and are keeping it from me (bastards!), or they don’t need to know because screw the Sentinels anyway. What have they ever done for me except turn the man I wanted to spend my afterlife with into a workaholic player? Let them figure out about Sleepers on their own time.


  We take turns with the shower and dress in our school uniforms just like roommates.


  We walk out to the driveway and meet Dane, who looks all freshly scrubbed and fifty shades of gray. He’s spiffy in his school uniform, and of course that makes me love/hate/love/hate him all the more.


  I try to hide it by being all businesslike. “Anything else happen last night?” I ask, hating the reporter tone of my voice.


  Lucy notices and, like any good BFF, arches an eyebrow, which is universal girl speak for slow your roll.


  Naturally, I ignore her and stare stone-faced at Dane.


  He shakes his head.


  “Nothing?” I ask.


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “Nothing. I mean, it’s just weird that they went all Greasers versus Socials last night and then didn’t show up again.”


  He looks from Lucy to me. “Well, we could have used a little help scouting the town, but we never saw anymore.”


  I soften my tone a little. “Maybe they were tuckered out.”


  He sniffs. “Maybe.”


  Ugh, this is going worse than I thought. I turn toward the back gate of the house on Lumpfish Lane, where Stamp and Courtney look longingly after us, both for very different reasons.


  Dane nods toward his blonde bimbo. “She’s babysitting again.”


  “Don’t say it like that,” I scold him. I wave at Stamp before sliding into the passenger seat.


  “Why?” he asks from his spot in the back.


  “He doesn’t like it. That’s why.”


  Lucy starts the car and pulls away, waving at Stamp.


  “Okay, then.” He’s looking out the window. “I won’t.”


  The town is eerily silent as we drive past. The streets are serene. It feels like Christmas morning, when everyone’s still home with their families, not going anywhere for a while, the stores closed and parking lots empty.


  But it’s not. It’s just a normal weekday in October, seven something in the morning when it’s usually not so Deadsville.


  “It feels like today,” Dane says, staring out the window, and I know exactly what he means.


  Lucy and I share a look.


  “What does that mean?” she asks, putting her blinker on to turn up the long, two-lane street that will take us to Seagull Shores Prep, even though there’s no one behind us.


  Dane shrugs. “It just feels like something is going to happen today.”


  She looks at the rearview mirror. “Well, so, where are all your buddies?”


  He doesn’t look back. “I told you, Lucy. There is protocol to be followed. We’re following it.”


  “Did you not see what I saw in that park last night? What more proof do you need for your precious protocol?”


  He sighs, not fogging up the window the way a Normal would. I wonder if he misses that the way I do; I wonder why I care. “Six Zerkers we can handle, Lucy. That is, if they keep to themselves. They don’t want an infestation any more than we do.”


  “How do you know?” Lucy snaps.


  “Look, kid, there are Zerkers in every town all the time. Usually it takes something major to set them off this way. Until we find out what that is, until we have confirmed proof that Val is their ringleader, the Sentinels aren’t going to send reinforcements to help us. Period.”


  She looks at me, hands tight on the wheel. “Is he right?” she says.


  “He’s the Sentinel. I’m a free agent now, remember?”


  She keeps looking from me to the road, from the road to me. I figure she won’t stop until I answer and we’ll do nobody any good if we run into a light pole on the way to school.


  “But, yeah,” I say, “that sounds about right. Sorry, but for now, it’s just us.”


  I sneak a peek at Dane, fiddling with his thin uniform tie. He slips a hand into his pocket and pulls out a generic cell phone. The kind we’d always get at the Stop N Go around the corner from our apartment in Orlando so nobody could trace our calls. And look how well that turned out for us.


  He kind of holds the camera up so Lucy can see it in the rearview mirror. “I spot Val, snap her picture with this, send it to Sentinel City, and we’re all good. Instant cavalry.”


  “How instant?”


  Dang, this chick needs to be on Jeopardy, stat!


  Dane looks back out the window at the gray, silent morn. “An hour or two, no more.”


  I shake my head and murmur, “A lot can happen in an hour, Dane. Let alone two. Especially with someone like Val.”


  He sighs, as if he’s schooling some would-be Sentinel on his first day. “That’s protocol, Maddy. What do you think the teams do all day, huh? Wait around on the town border for a whistle from us? The Sentinels are in other cities, looking for Val as well, on the off chance she’s not in Seagull Shores.”


  “Okay, okay, I’m just not looking forward to spending an hour alone with Val if she’s already turned six or seven kids into Zerkers, you know?”


  He sports a cocky grin. “Trust me, this time you’re not alone.”


  Lucy and I give each other a little can-you-believe-this-guy look as she pulls in at the school.


  She slows down to a crawl, and I see why. Even the student parking lot looks fairly deserted.


  “What is it?” Lucy asks, mostly to herself as she finds a sweet spot right near the school building. “Senior Skip Day or something?”


  I look back at Dane, but he’s already getting out of the car, keeping his cell phone handy.


  I grit my teeth and follow them to the quad. We’re betting against a full-scale infestation on a $19.99 cell phone? Nice. Sure. Why not?


  I shake my head and wonder why Dane bothers with the Sentinels anyway. I mean, I used to think it was like this vast army of well-trained, elite assassins, like G.I. Joe or SWAT or the Stormtroopers or something. And though they look badass with their black berets and new shoulder pads and double Tasers, really they’re kind of stupid.


  And I’m not just saying that because Dane is one and I’m still mad at him. I’m saying that because they’ll dangle kids like me and even Stamp as bait, waiting on the sidelines while Val, or someone like her, is busy turning Normal kids into her Zerker mini army. I mean, those kids may not mean anything to the Sentinels, but they meant something to somebody.


  Those two joggers were just a couple of lovesick kids out for a morning run, and because the Sentinels have some stupid protocol, Val or someone was able to turn them without any interference.


  I know the Sentinels can’t be everywhere, and they’ll never be able to catch all the Zerkers all the time, but hello. They couldn’t send more than Dane and Courtney to sniff out Seagull Shores? I’m not flattering myself, but they know Val and I go way back. Wouldn’t that at least warrant another team or two, just for grins and giggles?


  I sigh and follow along. I keep seeing the face of that jogger as the Zerkers devoured her. What would have happened if I’d stepped from the shadows one minute sooner? Would she have survived? Could I have saved her? What if I’d jumped out two minutes sooner, as she was passing the bushes?


  Better to spook her and have her run away than stand there silently waiting for the Zerkers to come. Was I any better, lying in wait, watching it all unfold, than the Sentinels are now? Isn’t that what they’re doing: sniffing around other towns, waiting for a call from Dane to let them know the bait worked, that I worked, that Val is here and so are a dozen or so new Zerkers?


  I shake my head at the hopelessness of it all. I should have stayed Vanished. I should have walked away from Sentinel City, never looked back, and let Val come and get me alone, the way she’s always wanted. At least then it would be only me and her and nobody else—not Armand, not Cecile, not Jogger Girl or Lucy or anybody.


  I should have sent Stamp away right away. The minute those Sentinels dumped us out of that van, I should have cursed him and kicked him and shoved him until he was alone as well. Then he wouldn’t be here, waiting for Val to take her revenge.


  How, after more than a year as a zombie, could I still think like a Normal?


  When we get to the hallway, it’s full but not full. Maybe it just feels that way because everyone is talking about the new Missing posters lining the bulletin board outside the library. So many now that they dangle off the bottom with Scotch Tape. I count a dozen, easy, and half of them look like the faces lurking in the shadows last night.


  As the crowd drifts away, I move in for a closer look. I tap one and nudge Lucy’s shoulder. “Isn’t this the chick who laughed while the other one knocked books out of your hand my first day of school? The redhead?”


  She nods, averting my gaze, cheeks red.


  I check out the redhead’s name, finding that, not surprisingly, it’s not Ginger after all. “Gingham Thompson,” I say out loud, trying it on for size. “Well, that’s kind of close.”


  Lucy looks at me, concerned. “Are they dead?”


  “Were those the creeps in the park?”


  She looks away again, pointing at Gingham’s poster. She frowns and looks at a few more. “Maybe this one and him.”


  The images all blur together. Young, fresh-faced kids in yearbook photos. Every poster full of hope, listing as many details as possible. “I would guess they’re all gone but not dead. You know what I mean?”


  Lucy nods, but her eyes are still empty.


  “Either way, they’re not coming back. You know that, right?”


  Dane has been so silent I almost forgot he’s been standing there the whole time. “Well, I have a feeling they’re coming back, Lucy, but not alive.”


  He points to the posters for emphasis and looks directly at me. “This is a lot more than went missing in Barracuda Bay.”


  I turn to him, the posters making me mad. “Have you seen it happen this fast before?”


  He shakes his head. “Usually the Zerkers lie low, take it easy. If they need to feed, either they make sure the victim never comes back or they make him one of their own. But they do it slowly, one every few months, so nobody gets suspicious. This? This is purposeful. Ten, twelve kids in a week? You don’t turn that many kids if you don’t want to get found out.”


  Lucy starts out looking nervous. Then, as Dane keeps talking, she looks mad. “Do you guys even know what you’re doing?”


  “Yes,” we say, but even as we do, I sense we both know we’re lying just to make her feel better.


  “Just to be sure,” Dane says, grabbing Lucy’s messenger bag, “we all stick together today.”


  “I’ve got a Chem Lab final,” she moans.


  “Then so do we.”


  She looks shocked that we’d even suggest this. “You guys can’t just audit any class you want. This isn’t college.”


  Dane taps the bulletin board and gives her his best haunted, scruffy-headed, hollow-cheeked living dead face. “A dozen of your classmates went missing within a week. Do you think your teachers are going to care if a couple of friends stop in to check out what your Chem Lab or AP English classes are like?”


  She shrinks back a little but, to her credit, doesn’t look to me for help. “Okay, fine. Just back off.” She inches toward her locker as we follow. “But, you know, I’ve got a rep to think about after you guys are gone.”


  Even I snort at that one. Didn’t Vera teach her anything in her Sleeper training? I don’t really know what Sleepers are, and even I know she’s way off base.


  “Lucy, do you understand what’s happening here? You’ll be lucky if you can still spell rep after the Zerkers get through with this place. Seriously, find another gear because we’re way past neutral now. There’s a very good chance half the people you consider friends won’t be here by the time it’s all over. You know that, right?”


  She nods but doesn’t say anything more as we shadow her to her locker. I look around, watching kids listlessly shuffle around. They’re looking at empty lockers, talking about who’s not here and why.


  Little mumbles reach me from the row Lucy’s in:


  “I heard the reason there’s no Missing poster for Mona is that she went to visit her boyfriend in college.”


  “Byron? Byron skips every Thursday. What are you talking about?”


  “Sally’s mom kept her home today. Until they catch whoever’s doing this, anyway.”


  “My mom wanted me to stay home, but no way I’m missing pizza day!”


  We’re still a little early, and you can tell the kids who are here kind of just showed up rather than sit at home for another minute of hearing their parents tell them to be careful.


  I spot a flash of red hair in the distance and tug on Lucy’s maroon jacket. “Isn’t that Ginger?”


  She looks, then nods. “That’s not her name. It’s Gingham.”


  I watch the girl, pale as ever. She doesn’t look all that different, actually, save for the flat, lifeless hair and dull, yellow eyes. As she walks by, other kids murmur and whisper in her path. I get the feeling from the vacant sneer on her waxy, pink lips that she kind of likes all the attention. Are all Zerkers drama queens?


  My back is to Dane when I say, “So the first Zerker has officially made it to school.”


  I hear the snap of a cell phone picture being taken, and then he says, “But not the only.”


  I feel her before I see her.
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  One-Armed Bandit


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  Val.”


  She walks up, big as you please, Ginger/Gingham not far behind, a few other Zerker lackeys in too-big jackets bringing up the rear.


  She sees Dane snapping pictures and smiles. “Make sure to get my good side.”


  “Sure thing,” he says, and I can see him dialing his stupid outdated cell phone cockily.


  She darts forward, not for the phone, but for the locker door. She slams it on Lucy’s arm. I don’t hear anything crack, but Val’s not giving up. I clutch the pen in my pocket but quickly do the math: I electrocute Val, who’s holding a metal door against a Normal’s arm. Hmm, I’m no physicist, but even I know that’s probably not a great idea.


  And I’m pretty sure Val knows it’s not as well.


  “Ummmppph,” Lucy grunts, struggling not to cry. She looks at me, eyes half shut, chin trembling, nodding as if she wants me to know it doesn’t hurt any more than getting your arm caught in a locker door by a crazy living dead psychopath should.


  “Val,” I try, moving closer to Lucy if only to let her know I’m still here. “Leave her out of it. It’s us you want.”


  She ignores me, shoulders even boxier than usual in her maroon jacket. “Give me the phone, Dane.” Val’s voice is wet gravel on a cold, December day. “Do it now, or I will slice this Normal’s arm off and beat her senseless with it.”


  Dane looks past Val to me. “I can’t.”


  “You can,” I say. “Look at this place. It’s crawling with cell phones. You can snap her picture later.”


  He shakes his head pitifully. “You don’t under-stand.”


  Val smirks and leans a little harder on the door. I hear a tear and see Lucy’s jacket rip, crisp white dress shirt just a bit bloody underneath.


  “Damn it,” Dane hisses, handing it over just the same. “Damn it.”


  Val drops it and crushes it under a black army boot. As she focuses on her dramatic moment, I yank open the locker door and it slaps the side of her head.


  Ginger gasps, but Val raises a hand as I yank Lucy out of her grasp and a little farther away from the action, just in case.


  “It’s fine, Gingham,” Val says. “We’ve got all day to get her back. And we will. Just you wait and see.”


  Her hair is spiky, of course, and for effect she rubs the side of it where I hit her. A few random Normals are watching, but if they’re waiting for fireworks, then they don’t know Val very well. That’s just not her style.


  Not yet anyway.


  A balding adult ambles over, sweaty and wearing bad shoes that make him look uneven. “Everything all right here, people?”


  We all mumble and nod.


  “Gingham?” he asks, recognizing only one of us.


  “Yes, Mr. Frankenmeyer,” the redhead answers sweetly.


  “Who are all your new friends?”


  Before she can answer, Val waves a printed schedule. “I’m the new exchange student. From Sentinel City.”


  “From where?” he asks, reaching for the schedule as Val subtly draws it out of reach.


  Just then, the first bell of the day rings, and he looks mildly alarmed. “Well, fine, then. Run along, and don’t be late for class.”


  “We won’t,” Val says in her best brown-nose voice.


  Then he’s off, leaving us alone. Lucy slides out of her jacket, dumping it in the bottom of her locker and grabbing a spare she keeps on a hanger, just because she wouldn’t be her if she didn’t.


  “Wait,” I mumble, looking at her arm.


  “It’s fine,” she snaps, probably embarrassed at being the only soul in the cluster who’s actually able to bleed.


  But I keep a firm grip just to make sure. It’s a scratch—two scratches, really, where the door hit and then where it hit again. I grab her old jacket, tearing out a strip of black lining and wrapping it around the gashes. “There.”


  She looks at me, eyes red, chin a little less quivery now. “Thanks.”


  “We’ll be fine, okay? We’ll get through this. You’ll get through this.”


  “That’s right,” says Val, slinging an arm around my neck roughly and squeezing it just to remind me who’s boss around here. “Just one big, happy family. That’s what we’ll be today, right, gang?”


  Dane smirks. “Val, the first chance we get, we’re so out of here.”


  Val reaches for Lucy, but I yank her away. “What?” she says anyway. “And leave all these yummy, smelly humans here alone?”


  Val levels her big, wide, crazy gaze at the commons, which is crawling with living beings, Normals, who, in less than a bite or two, could be Zerkers.


  Dane stands an inch higher. “Why do you think there are two of us?”


  So far, so good. Then again, this is Val we’re talking about here. She smiles. “And why do you think there are two dozen of us?”


  Dane says, “Two dozen, my ass. We saw six last night, not counting the one Maddy dispatched.”


  Val sneers, letting us know she was there, hiding in the shadows all along. “With your help, of course. Right, Dane?” She cuts me side eye.


  I say, perhaps a little too boastfully, “I won’t need help to take you all by myself, Val.”


  “I know.” She smiles. “Been there, lived through that. Which is why this time I made sure to bring my own little army with me. Or, should I say, make one while I’m here. Did I say two dozen? I might have underestimated just a smidge.”


  Dane and I shoot each other panicked glances as Val nods toward the light-blue double doors at the front of the school. “Outside, just across the street, behind a bush, or in the stand of palm trees that line the PE field, are my friends. Like Gingham, here, and her friends too.”


  Gingham looks back at me as if we’re equal or something.


  Behind her, the random Zerkers Val let come to school with her chortle and snort and try to play Normal. They fail miserably.


  I smile back, imagining how it would feel to shove Gingham’s hair down her throat.


  Dane says, “No way you’ve turned that many Zerkers already.”


  “You know how this works,” she purrs, clearly in her glory. Clearly having thought this through on a million different lonely nights while pacing in her cage back at Sentinel City. “I follow Maddy here into town a few nights ago and, just my luck, I find a few unfortunate joggers to turn. Once they’re sentient, they bite two friends, and they bite two friends—and pretty soon good-bye, Seagull Shores, hello, Zerker Central.”


  Dane keeps his smile fixed on, but as the next bell rings and Lucy leads us to her homeroom, I can see little cracks in his armor. The way he walks too quickly, talks too loud. He’s panicking, like me. He just doesn’t know how to cover it as well.


  Or maybe it’s just never happened to him before.


  The classroom is mostly empty, and the teacher is a young guy, handsome in a preppy way, tall and thin, wearing khakis and a pink Oxford shirt, sleeves rolled up. His face is kind and you can tell he was a jock or at least popular as a younger dude. It’s easy to picture that’s how Stamp would have looked someday.


  That is, if I had never come along.


  He smiles as we stumble in. “Whoa there,” he says good-naturedly.


  We slump into seats like the Technicolor street punks in the Charles Bronson Death Wish movie.


  “Lots of new students today, huh, Lucy? And, Gingham, aren’t you supposed to be in Mrs. Hammersmith’s homeroom?”


  Gingham puts her feet up on the seat in front of her and sighs.


  The teacher laughs a little nervously, but it’s clear he’s waiting for an answer.


  To give him one, Val says, “I’m an exchange student, and Gingham is my student aide for today.”


  The guy is clearly cool, far from dumb. But again, Val has this effect on people. Even if you don’t know what she is, you know this: she has nothing to lose and won’t mind taking you down with her when she implodes.


  “Uh, okay,” he stammers, looking quickly around the room as if we’re supposed to cheer him on or something. “Well, is this some new protocol? You’re not my first exchange student, but you’re the first one to get her own student aide. You must really rate.”


  Finally, the recognition Val’s been waiting for. “Yes, yes, I do.” Her tone is all, I’m bored with this. Get on with it.


  He cocks his head.


  She stares right back at him.


  Finally, he blinks and shrugs. “Okay,” he says, stretching the word out. “Well, I assume you have a class schedule, so if you’ll walk it up here, I’ll—”


  “Gingham will bring it.”


  Suddenly his face is severe, his voice going a few octaves lower as the rest of the class watches. “You’ll bring it, Miss . . . ?”


  She doesn’t answer, at least not right away. She stares back at him, crazy eyes going several notches crazier.


  He doesn’t back down. I’ll give the dude that. He just stands there, hand out, not trembling, just waiting.


  Suddenly Val stands up, all five feet nothing of her, and slinks toward the teacher.


  He leans against his lectern, hand still out as she rises on tippy toes to whisper something in his ear.


  Dane nudges me and nods toward the girl’s purse next to me.


  I nod and reach in, looking for a cell phone. I eventually find it on her desk, next to her notebook. Witch!


  Val turns without another word and sits down. We don’t hear from the teacher for the rest of homeroom. Not even to call roll. Which is kind of nice because Dane and I aren’t in this class either.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 33


  Zombie Skip Day


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  It’s like that.


  All damn day.


  Val never lets us out of her sight. It’s like being trapped, with no bars or wires, no locks or keys, just her steely-eyed stare and stupid spiky hair. Poor, Normal Lucy’s a foot or two away, in constant danger of being bitten and turned into the living dead.


  And not the good kind.


  But it’s not only Lucy. In every classroom, flesh-and-blood kids in their ill-fitting uniforms watch us, but thanks to Val, they’re too afraid to ask about us. And they’re warm and full of blood and brains and meat, all a Zerker could ask for.


  I imagine us getting up every few seconds, Dane and I, and tearing Val limb from limb, but it wouldn’t even matter. Whatever she’s done, however she’s done it, she has her Zerker lackeys trained. Even if we could get Val alone, by the time we turned around, a jawbone in each hand, half the class would be Zerker-izing right before our very eyes.


  What makes my undead blood boil isn’t so much the threat of Seagull Shores turning into the Prep School of the Living Dead, although it should, but that Val knows the trap she’s laid. She knows its brilliance and is enjoying every last minute of it.


  She’ll sit there, tapping her fingers on her desk, Lucy in the middle and Gingham on the other side: the reanimated bookends from hell. And any second, on a whim, she could bite her, or straight-up punch a hole in the side of her head.


  Meanwhile, she’s being sly with her big eyes scanning the room every 0.00017 seconds. Every time I’m close to snagging a cell phone, Gingham calls me out. Or Val catches me outright.


  The bell rings, and I look at the clock on the wall behind the silent teacher: 10:15. It must be third period. Chairs squeak, and the Normal children can’t get out of class fast enough. Meanwhile, Dane and I stick close together, watching as Gingham wrenches Lucy out of her chair and Val follows closely.


  “The hell?” I finally ask Dane in the halls, just out of earshot of a gaggle of Normals stringing by, eager to get clear of our motley crew.


  “What else can we do?” he grunts, bumping into everybody he can, the world’s worst pickpocket hunting for a cell phone, and still coming up empty-handed. “She’s got Lucy, and every other kid in this school, on her own personal lunch menu.”


  I groan and follow Val obediently.


  Lucy looks over her shoulder at me, offering a weak smile.


  I send one back, but I don’t know how long I can keep faking that I’ve got this, that it’s all under control. That I know what the hell I’m doing.


  I just want to run away from all this, the Eliminator in my hand, slicing off Zerker heads all the way back to Stamp. I want to forget about Lucy and the kids at Seagull Shores and everyone I don’t know and never will and just turn into a Wonder Woman head-blitzing zombie badass, but I can’t. Every time Gingham yanks Lucy around, I know I can’t.


  And I hope Stamp understands that. If he can.


  If he’s still around to understand anything.


  I keep my pen handy, just looking for a chance to strike. One jolt from that sucker, and she’s out like a light and maybe, just maybe, I can get to Gingham before she bites Lucy or anyone else. But it’s Val we’re talking about here, and she’s quick and slick. Every period, it seems, there are more of them around her.


  It’s not only Gingham anymore but a guy or two as well, a few random girls with yellow eyes and vacant expressions. Every class we walk into, more and more have turned. But it doesn’t work like that. They take time to be functioning. To get dressed in maroon jackets and skinny little ties, crooked though they may be. You don’t just bite someone in third period and by fifth they’re solving quadratic equations. No, uh-uh.


  “She’s been at this for a while,” Dane whispers as we walk into Chorus, Lucy’s next class. “She—” He stops in the doorway.


  Val shoves him hard, but the teacher doesn’t stop her. Doesn’t even quake at the sudden burst of violence. Because the teacher’s one of hers—one of them. Now I know why Dane never finished his sentence.


  “Mr. Phillips?” Lucy asks, eyes wide.


  Inside, a dozen kids, a quarter of them undead, sit quietly. The living ones are quivering; the undead ones are literally licking their chops.


  “Screw this,” I shout, pulling Lucy out of the class.


  She leaps along with a yip and emerges on the other side of the door. I turn and see Val’s double-wide crazy eyes until the door shuts, obliterating that god-awful image of her stupid spiky hair I want to mow down with my own teeth.


  Dane is right behind me but not following.


  “Dane,” I shout, heading for the front office, as far away as I can go.


  He nods, waving me ahead. “I’ll be right there.”


  I stumble backward. Lucy, at my side, keeps me steady as I watch Dane launch into Gingham, who stands just outside the closed Chorus room door. Even from two classrooms away, I can hear something crack.


  Something big or at least pretty important-sounding.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 34


  All That and a Bag of Chips


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  Where are we going?” Lucy asks, out of breath.


  I hear Dane’s sloppy footsteps as he races to catch up.


  “The office, teacher’s lounge, whatever. Somewhere with a phone. Somewhere we can call 911!”


  Lucy inches forward on her flesh-and-blood Normal legs. “But last night you said the cops wouldn’t believe us.”


  “They won’t believe this,” I say, passing the board with all the Missing posters on it as Dane finally catches up. “But we’ll call in a bomb threat or something. All we need are warm bodies.”


  “And their guns,” Dane grunts, stumbling beside us.


  He’s not alone.


  Val is at his back, some of her new Zerker buddies along for the ride. Minus Gingham, of course.


  We stand just outside the office, never sure if she’s going to bite Lucy or sic the Zerkers on us but ready for anything and nothing all at once.


  Val’s smile is infuriating. If I didn’t think her Zerker goons would devour Lucy in the time it takes me to crack my knuckles, I’d love nothing more than to wipe that smile right off her face. Literally.


  “Here. Let me help!” She cracks open a glass box on the wall next to her and slams down the fire alarm. Instantly, the commons fill with noise and, a few seconds later, bodies, not all of them living.


  The office door swings open, and secretaries, principals, assistant principals, and counselors flee, trudging past us toward the front doors. Kids follow them: office aides, some alive, some not.


  Those who are not stand in front of the office door, blocking it.


  Val joins them, beaming that triumphant smile.


  “What the . . .” Dane murmurs, watching them flood by, too many yellow eyes to count. He shakes his head. “Holy hell.”


  “Here.” I haul him inside the teacher’s lounge, figuring there’s gotta be a phone or two in there.


  Lucy is warm and breathing heavy between us, messenger bag clutched tight against her shoulder as if it’s hiding some nuclear weapon or something.


  I slam the door behind me, feeling Val or one of her Zerker pals clanging against it. “Dane, hurry! Find a phone. Call someone. Lucy, get over here!”


  She comes to my aid, but I forget she’s only human. And small and soft. The door bangs against our shoulder blades.


  Finally, on the far wall, Dane finds a phone. A pay phone. “Are you kidding me?” he says. To the phone. He punches the wall next to it, still conversing with the immobile phone. “Unbelievable.”


  “Well, hurry!”


  “I don’t have any change,” he says. To me, not to the phone this time.


  I dig in my pocket, finding only the Eliminator on one side and Vera’s pen on the other.


  “Don’t look at me,” Lucy grunts. “I didn’t know they even had those things anymore!”


  Dane twists and turns, eyes closed, groaning, like he can just create dimes and nickels out of sheer frustration.


  “There. Dane, look! The vending machine.”


  “What about it? Does it sell cell phones?”


  The door is silent for a moment. Lucy and I look at each other, faces all, Oh, snap, are six of them getting ready to sprint across the commons and knock it down at once?


  I use the relative silence to shout at Dane. “It will have change inside, you stupid dork!”


  He shakes his head and nods and walks to it, quickly grabbing the sides and shaking it.


  This guy, honestly. Did he become a zombie before they invented vending machines?


  “Dane. The coin box inside. Grab—”


  Suddenly, there’s a rumble. Violent and low. Not at the door but on the other side of the wall. No. Not on the other side. In the walls.


  Dane fiddles with the vending machine, fingers trying to pry it open, unable to move its bulk.


  Lucy clings to the door, as if that’s any help.


  I stand in the middle of the room, listening, feeling the pounding, and trying to find out where it’s coming from—


  Something cracks. There’s a jumble of dust and plaster, and the vending machine slams into Dane, knocking him over and pinning his arm to the ground.


  Val emerges, spiky hair filled with dust. She kicks through the last of the drywall like Kool-Aid Man. Then she kneels on the back of the vending machine, triumphant as flippin’ always.


  “What do we have here?” she asks, shaking her head.


  I look at Dane. From about his shoulder down, his arm is covered by the vending machine.


  She sees it, smiles, and rocks the massive metal box. It can’t hurt, not really, but if his whole arm comes off, well, he won’t be much of a Sentinel then.


  “Stop, Val,” I shout. “Get off.”


  Val snickers as I reach into my pocket. But it’s hard because Lucy clings to my side like a second skin.


  Suddenly the door she was supposed to be blocking swings open, and Gingham limps in. One arm at an odd angle, the maroon sleeve of her uniform jacket missing, she snatches Lucy, who screams.


  Gingham, voice like sandpaper, laughs. “Scream all you want, brainiac. There’s no one left to hear you!”


  Dane grunts, trying to wriggle his arm out from under the massive vending machine, but Val rocks it again.


  Lucy squeaks, biting off a scream, and Gingham stretches her arm behind her back.


  “Stop, okay? Just stop,” I sputter.


  Gingham smirks and squeezes just a little tighter.


  Lucy manages a few words: “Stop. Helping. Me. It’s. Not. Helping. Me!”


  I turn, looking back and forth between Lucy and Dane.


  “Drop it,” Val says, sliding off the vending machine but leaning on it so Dane can’t ease out while she’s not looking. Which seems impossible because it’s like she’s got eyes in the back and on both sides of her head.


  “Drop what?” But even as I ask, I’m cringing, thinking maybe I whipped out Vera’s pen. But when I look down, I see I’m holding the Eliminator, ice pick side out.


  I don’t even remember doing that.


  Still, I want her to think it’s all I’ve got, so I bring it closer to me protectively.


  How did this go so wrong so fast? How did she get the drop on us so soundly? Again?


  “Ah, ah, ah,” she teases, wagging a finger and rocking the vending machine.


  Dane winces with each motion. A few more of those or one big jump, and he’ll be able to count on only five fingers from now on.


  I smirk, as if it’s exactly what I wanted when I hear Lucy scream, “Maddy, look out!”


  I half turn in time to see Gingham, with her one good arm, shove me to my knees, right at Val’s feet.


  I smile, using the graceless fall to tumble and toss the Eliminator halfway across the room.


  Val rolls her eyes at this obvious display. “Gingham?”


  The redhead dutifully limps toward it, slow as molasses, which works just fine for me.


  In a headlock, Lucy grunts and slides along by her side.


  We share a look, and in her eyes is utter fear. It makes me wonder how long she’s been a Sleeper and what training she had for the job, if any.


  Then again, look at me. All the Keeper training in the world couldn’t stop Val from surprising me so thoroughly, even though we were pretty much expecting her this whole time.


  “Let’s go, Val. Come on,” Dane spits, grunting with his arm pinned. “Do what you’re gonna do to us, and let the Normal go.”


  Val gives me a can-you-believe-this-schmuck look.


  On my knees, I look at her, hating that I look subservient but definitely wanting her to think I’m right where she wants me to be.


  “Why would I want to hurt you two?” she purrs, stroking my cheek.


  I pull away. “You know why,” I seethe. “We all know why.”


  Gingham has retrieved the Eliminator, and Lucy’s kneeling in front of her. Gingham turns the weapon over and over, calling out to Val, “Hey, look at this. I think I like it.”


  Val smiles. “Good. It’s yours.” She looks at me but talks to Gingham: “When it’s time, I hope you’ll figure out how to use it.”


  The two cackle. Seriously. Like the witches they are.


  I’m trying to ESP, Don’t worry; I’ll take care of these two, to Lucy, but Val grabs my ear.


  “Pay attention to me, Maddy.”


  I twist away, half expecting her to be holding my ear in her fingers. Fortunately, it’s still attached to my head. For now.


  “This was never about rekilling you two,” she says to me and Dane via me. “It was about making you suffer. And the best way to do that is to kill the ones you love.”


  I smirk. “You had the chance to kill Dad when you broke out of Sentinel City. Why didn’t you just do it then and be done with it?”


  “My sentiments exactly!”


  Ugh, she has this dramatic way about her I’ve forgotten I can’t stand. I mean, as big of a part as Val has played in my afterlife, it’s amazing how little face time we’ve had over the past year.


  Her eyes get twice as crazy now. The veins stand out above her open collar, her black tie loosened and dangling. And with her spiky hair—blech—she’s like the annoying schoolgirl from hell.


  She’s leaning there, Dane’s arm pinned, waiting for me. For some kind of response.


  “I . . . I don’t know what that means.”


  She frowns, disappointed that I ruined some big moment she’s probably been planning for weeks. Months, even.


  “I mean, Maddy, I didn’t want to finish it right then. I wanted it to last and last and last. Killing your dad would have been too easy. I know that now. The people you spend the most time with, the ones you’ll have around forever, are the undead. I see that now.”


  She winds down her soliloquy and looks at me pointedly. “I went about it all wrong last time. This time I made sure you were all together: every undead person you cared about.” For emphasis, she taps a boot on Dane’s trapped shoulder.


  “Fine, great, you’ve made your point. So get it over with. Kill me now, and—”


  Dane interrupts, outcroaking me, looking like he just lost a wrestling match with a vending machine. “Just kill me, Val. You know you want to. That’s what this has all been about from the very beginning.”


  “Don’t flatter yourselves.” She chuckles in a villainous way, those eyes getting even wilder. “Like I said, it’s not you I want.” A pause and she takes her foot off Dane, looks down at me.


  “You know, Maddy, here’s an idea: why not just surrender for once? You know, stop being the good guy for a change.” She looks back at me, points at Lucy. “Just give us one willingly. Just give us Lucy, and we’ll call the whole thing off.”


  “Yeah, right,” I spit.


  “I mean it this time. I will take Gingham and Lucy here and the rest of my horde, and we will walk out of town, no questions asked.”


  Dane looks as if he’s considering it, which I know he can’t be. He turned out to be the afterlife’s worst boyfriend, but he can’t be as bad as this. “And what happens to her? Lucy, I mean?” he says.


  Val shrugs. “What do you care? You trade me one measly, skinny Normal, and you get to save the rest of Seagull Shores. No big fight to the death, no big climax, no—”


  “No.” My voice is low. “I don’t care how many promises you make, I will never willingly hand a Normal over to a Zerker.”


  “Maddy, listen . . .” Dane’s eyes plead with me.


  “No, Dane. And, no, Val. There is no surrender. There is only you and me and win or lose. Only one of us is walking out of here in one piece.”


  She tries to look bored, but I can tell she’s disappointed. At least just a little. Then she looks at Lucy to say to the only Normal in the room, “You see, I gave you a chance.”


  Lucy’s voice is resigned as she grunts, still in Gingham’s clutches. “I haven’t had a chance since you all got to town.”


  “All righty then.” She sighs, settling in, leaning against the machine, as if she’s got all day. And I suppose she has. She turns back to me and licks her lips in anticipation. “All day, you’ve been watching me, waiting for me to do something. And all day, every kid I’ve turned and every kid they’ve turned has been heading toward the house on Lumpfish Lane to finish what I started back in Barracuda Bay.”


  “What’s that?” Dane asks.


  But I already know. I already knew the last time Val and I faced off like this.


  She looks at me, as if she can read my mind. Or maybe just because she wants to see my face when I finally realize why she’s here. “Ask her.”


  “Stamp,” I say, still on my knees at Val’s feet, gripping Vera’s pen behind my legs. I look at Dane. “Courtney.”


  He looks from me to her and back to me. “But why?”


  I shake my head and answer for her. “It’s all so simple. All along. Bones. We took her brother from her. All she ever wanted that whole time in Sentinel City was to find a way to hurt us as badly as we hurt her. Stamp for me. And now Courtney for you.”


  Dane turns to her, smiling up at her gross face uncertainly. Even I can see it, and I know Val can. “Courtney’s a Sentinel,” he bluffs. “And Stamp? He’s half Zerker. They’ll never fall, no matter how many of your kind you send.”


  Val sneers. “She’s Sentinel Support, Dane. And he’s half Zerker, all dimwit, from what I could see from my cage next to his. I doubt they lasted past first period. I doubt, if you ever get back to Lumpfish Lane yourself, you’ll find more than a couple of toenails and a few IQ points lying around.”


  Dane grunts, squirming like he’d wring his own arm off just to get the chance to grab her by one leg and toss her around the room like a rag doll. Which he totally could, if he weren’t buried under a ton of old metal filled with glazed honey buns and powdered donuts.


  “Call them off,” he says, the tendons in his neck standing out now. “Get . . .” he grunts, running out of steam. “Get over there and stop them, and we’ll do whatever you w—”


  “Like hell,” Val says, launching into another soliloquy.


  And that’s when I jab Vera’s pen into her ankle.


  She squeals, not from the pain but the shock that I had something other than the Eliminator up my sleeve.


  Before I can press the power button on top, she grabs my hand.


  “Nice try.” She sneers. She studies the pen, seeming familiar with it. I try to think if I’ve ever flashed it at her in her cage or if maybe one of the Keepers did when apprehending her in Barracuda Bay. Or if maybe she’s like the zombie Michael Meyers and knows everything and anything and will never, ever, re-die.


  “Go ahead.” She smirks. “Squeeze that button, and we’ll both fry.”


  I smile cockily, not even caring anymore what happens to me, as long as nothing happens to anybody else. “That’s the general idea, dumb ass.”


  Her eyes get big but not for long.


  Suddenly my finger is on the button, grinding it down, and she sizzles like a piece of bacon. But . . . so do I. Our teeth clatter, and our muscles tense, and our bones shake, but I’ve had a little more practice with Vera’s pen than Val has, and I watch her eyes flutter back in her head until mine do too.


  I squeeze until I can’t feel anything else, and the world goes dry and cold and black.


  The next thing I know, someone’s kicking me.


  I kick back, grunting, fried and angry and disoriented, until I hear, faintly, as if it’s in the next room: Something, something, “. . . it’s me.”


  My eyelids open, and I see the break room ceiling high above, water-stained tiles and fluorescent lights and yellowed tape, probably from where they’ve hung Christmas ornaments or paper snowflakes in the past. I look left and see Val, splayed out unnaturally, eyeballs smoking and one leg bent at an odd angle.


  To my right, Dane is still kicking me.


  “Stop it.” I say. “Stop now.”


  I stand, wobbly, as if I’ve just stuck my finger in the world’s biggest light socket after drinking six cases of cheap champagne. “How are you still jammed under there?” I slur, reaching down to help him. I just assumed the click on Vera’s pen would solve everything. “Push harder,” I tell him.


  “I’ve tried that.” He gasps. “Don’t you think I’ve tried that?”


  I look around the room slowly. Things are blurry still and rough around the edges.


  Lucy is struggling with Gingham, but after whatever Dane cracked in her, it’s hardly a fair fight.


  Still, we don’t have much time. Val will be up soon, and in my condition, I’ll need his help if I’m going to finish her for good.


  I find a chair with metal legs and jam it into the back of the machine, pounding furiously, until I can feel the thin metal panel give way. Then I jam it in some more.


  “What are you doing?” he asks.


  “Just wait!” I feel like I’m hungover and he’s asking me for directions to Toledo at the top of his lungs.


  The back panel is crushed in the center, the seams lifting at the sides.


  I toss the chair to the floor and tug one end of the panel until it peels off like wrapping paper.


  Inside the guts of the machine, it’s just a patchwork of those spiral rings the treats hang from. I grab a couple: sleeves of powdered donut thumping down. I reach for three of the metal rings coiled together and tap, tap, tap them against the glass of the vending machine. It shatters all over, chip bags ripping, stale cookies flying as I wrench half a dozen more spirals out and toss them away to give him room.


  When there’s enough space, I tell him, “Reach in and pull yourself through.”


  He does. Just like that. He pops up, like a rabbit out of a hole. He’s favoring one arm, twirling it like a swimmer before the 400-meter backstroke, but grinning just the same. “Who are you all of a sudden?”


  I look at him, teeth still smoking, probably from Vera’s pen. “I’m badass; that’s what I am.”


  He shakes his head. “You’re power drunk is what you are.”


  Val stirs, kicking one leg out, and I reach for the nearest metal coil from the vending machine. It’s like one long corkscrew. Just as she’s opening her eyes, I jab one in, straight through an eye socket and her skull and—boom—into her cerebral cortex.


  Lights out, Val.


  Nighty-forever-night.


  I keep jamming it down until I hit the floor, then keep pushing it straight through the linoleum.


  Dane tries to pull me off. “Come on,” he says, as if he knows jack squat about Zerker killing. “Let’s go. That’s enough.”


  “That’s what every stupid good-looking kid says in every stupid bad horror movie film.” God, when will I talk right again? This is nuts. “I’m not being that. I’m not being her. Help me.”


  “Help you what?”


  I shake my head, as if it will clear the fog, and you know what? It does. It really does. “Tear her apart, Dane. What else?”


  He looks from me to Lucy, who’s sitting on Gingham’s back, repeatedly bashing her head into the tile floor.


  “Don’t look at me,” she huffs, eyes cloudy with violent intent and mouth upturned in a curious smile. “I’m busy!”


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 35


  SpongeBob Square Stamps


  



  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  The school is silent. Even the fire alarm’s quit ringing. It must be on a timer or something. Having been trapped in the teacher’s lounge with a maniacal Zerker spewing the world’s largest guilt trip, I suddenly can’t remember hearing it go off. Or ringing, for that matter.


  The halls are empty and bloody. Some of it’s red: Normal blood. Some of it’s black and gooey: Zerker blood. Lockers are open, and backpacks and books and papers are scattered everywhere.


  “What happened?” Lucy asks, clinging to her messenger bag as we leave Val and Gingham and their various body parts behind.


  “Val got what she wanted,” Dane says, stretching his injured arm. “A town full of Zerkers.”


  “You mean . . .”


  “Full infestation,” I say, limping beside her. “Day of the Dead stuff, all right.”


  Dane stops at a classroom, shoving the door wide open. Inside, the chairs are overturned, a bloody handprint on the chalkboard. He turns back and looks at me, then at Lucy.


  She looks pale, drained, scared in a way she didn’t back in the teacher’s lounge, scrapping with Gingham like a straight-up Sentinel wannabe.


  “We’re about to find out,” I say, grabbing her sleeve and guiding her toward the student parking lot.


  It’s a mess of open car doors and bloody sneakers and purses. Her car is there, right up front, pristine and waiting, as if we were the only ones still stuck inside when everyone else got out. We get inside, finding our familiar seats by now: Dane in the back, me riding shotgun.


  Lucy turns the key and, after all that’s gone wrong, after all we’ve screwed up, I’m surprised the car actually starts. We pull out of the lot, dodging vehicles parked every which way: on the school lawn, out in the street, windows broken, one hood up as if somebody stopped to check the oil in the middle of a zombie infestation.


  “Jesus,” Lucy says, both hands on the wheel as she goes as fast as possible toward the house on Lumpfish Lane. “Jesus.”


  A tan, drab van passes us going about twice as fast, in the opposite direction, nearly plowing into the Go, Seagull Shores Spartans! sign across from the school.


  Dane and I look at each other.


  Sentinels.


  Two more vans race by, careening after the first, tinted windows unable to hide the grim, gray faces.


  “But if Val crushed your phone, who called?”


  “Don’t look at me,” Dane says, favoring his arm. “Maybe Courtney got through.”


  “Maybe,” Lucy mumbles, turning off the main drag toward the house. “Maybe one of the cops around here is a Sleeper too.”


  Dane barely notices. “A what?”


  “Forget it,” we say at the same time.


  “Look at this place,” Dane adds. “It’s a war zone. Hell, they could have been watching CNN in the day room back in Sentinel City and seen it live and in person.”


  “Lucy,” I say through gritted teeth, nudging her shoulder. “Let’s go. Pick it up.”


  I picture Stamp, wondering if we’re too late. Wondering if we were too late by second period or even when Val walked us into homeroom when the day started.


  Lucy slides onto a sidewalk to avoid an overturned ambulance and says, just as grittily, “I’m trying!”


  I attempt to see the world, her world, through her eyes. But I can’t. It’s pretty screwed for both of us. Despite being a Sleeper, is this her first real encounter, up close and personal, with the living dead? “Okay.” I pat her rigid arm. “Okay, I know you are.”


  We see the first Zerkers in a shopping center, feeding on . . . something. Two of them wear school uniforms; one of them looks like a housewife.


  Lucy slows down while I shoot Dane a look.


  He quickly shakes his head.


  “Keep going,” I urge, looking away.


  She flashes panic. “But shouldn’t we help?”


  “Whatever they’re feeding on,” Dane explains from the backseat, “was done the minute they bit into it. It’s too late for them. It might not be for our friends. Please.”


  But it is. Too late for them, I mean.


  After drifting through a town full of overturned cop cars and fog, fire, and steam, Zerkers shuffling and occasionally feeding, we pull up in front of the house on Lumpfish Lane.


  There’s no one here but a few Sentinels.


  “Anything?” Dane asks, going to the nearest one. It’s amazing, and a little disturbing, how quickly he slides back into Sentinel mode.


  I don’t wait to hear an answer, but I can sense, as I walk past them into the living room, what he’s saying. And it isn’t good.


  Zerker blood is everywhere, but I also see Tasers on the floor, shoulder pads torn in two, scenes from an epic battle between the good zombies and the bad. How long the Sentinels were here, I can’t say, but it doesn’t look like they all made it out re-alive.


  I stomp upstairs, and it’s more of the same in every room. Shattered glass, broken closet doors, blood and more blood—all black. I look everywhere twice, even under the kitchen sink, and there’s nothing, nobody anywhere.


  I drift downstairs, empty inside. To think of Stamp, spending his last minutes alone, without me or even Dane at his side. For better or worse, we’re all he’s ever known of the afterlife. And we let him down, all the way. This whole time, he was the bait, not us. If I’d been smarter, if I’d thought a little more about someone other than myself . . .


  How long did he hold out before they ganged up on him, tearing him apart or feasting on his flesh or toying with him, Courtney by his side, trying her best but doomed from the start?


  Why did we go to school and leave them here to their fate? Why couldn’t we have just thought a little more, planned it out? Maybe if Dane and I hadn’t been still ticked off over what happened back at Sentinel City, we would have. I’d hate to think that Stamp got the shaft again, the soggy corner in this limp love triangle, just because we wanted to see who could find Val the fastest.


  Dane is waiting for me at the foot of the stairs, Lucy at his side. They look up at me expectantly, and halfway down I realize they’re waiting on me for some news, any news. I shake my head and keep walking past them, toward the sliding glass doors. Shattered, half open, splattered with still-drying black goo.


  I just need a minute away from people, the living and the dead.


  There is movement out in front of the house, a car or truck or van screeching to a halt like something in the bad B movie that is our afterlife. Doors slamming, boots clomping, voices shouting. I ignore it and keep walking until I hear Vera’s voice.


  And then this: breathing.


  I turn, expecting her to be yelling at Lucy or Lucy yelling at her, a real Sleepers versus Keepers catfight going down. Instead I see Dad, lab coat clean, back straight, moustache combed, a white beret atop his balding head.


  A white beret? Dad? He swore he’d never wear one. So what now? I mean, they don’t exactly hand out berets for nothing. Especially to a guy who the Elders think let a Zerker escape in the first place.


  “Maddy!” He sees me, comes running, spryer than ever, a healthy, strong human.


  Mortal.


  He smells like hotel room soap and drug store cologne and gas station coffee, and I can’t get enough as I nuzzle into his chest. God knows I can’t cry, but he cries enough for both of us.


  He pushes me away, a first, and looks at me. Really looks at me, gripping my shoulders, kind of shaking me for emphasis each time he wants to make a point. “When Vera came to ZED to get me, when she told me what had happened here, what was going on, I thought . . . I thought I’d never see you again. Again.”


  We laugh, the sound of naked relief. It seems like every few months, Dad and I are thrown into some ordeal where we think we’re never going to see each other again. Again!


  Then some of his words cut through the nervous laughter.


  “Vera? Came to ZED?”


  He nods emphatically, taking his hands off my shoulders to straighten his stiff white beret. It’s more off-white, I notice now, like his long lab coat.


  I look to Vera, rigid in her own blue beret, her voice neither kind nor judgmental, merely factual. A zombie Spock without the ears. “When Lucy told me you were here in Seagull Shores with Stamp, I thought we’d have more time. I thought maybe your dad could help somehow, knowing Val the way he did from his studies. I didn’t think she’d move so fast.”


  Behind her, Dane clears his throat. “None of us did.”


  Next to him, Lucy nods grimly. “We wouldn’t have left them here otherwise.”


  Vera ignores them, even her teacher’s pet, Lucy, and looks at me. “I’m so sorry, Maddy.” She doffs her trademark light-blue beret and troubles it in a circular motion, like a Frisbee, in her cement-gray fingers.


  “Don’t apologize to me,” I say, staring into her eyes. “Apologize to—”


  “Stamp!”


  They all say it at the same time. Dane. Lucy. Dad.


  I turn and see Stamp and Courtney lurching out of the canal. Dripping wet, seaweed and algae falling off them in clumps, little fish flopping at their feet as they clamber onto the dock behind the house.


  Never have they looked more like the living dead, rising from the sea, water streaming off them, hair wet, clothes sticking to their gray skin. They look at one another, brush seaweed off each other’s shoulders.


  We run across the patio, onto the grass, and down to the dock.


  “What took you guys so long?” Stamp asks, smiling, then clearly remembering and frowning, whisking water from one eyelid. “And where did all those Zerkers go?”
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  The Sentinels come, and the Sentinels go. They move around silently, diligently, like giant black ants. Body bags line the back of drab, tan vans just as they did in Barracuda Bay, in Orlando, in every town I’ve ever passed through since I became the living dead.


  Val was right about another thing, I suppose. Everywhere I go, everyone I meet, every friend I make or town I settle into, I put the folks I love in danger. Even random citizens like the guy who sold me grape soda at the Stop N Go or Gingham and her wannabe mean girl friends—their life spans are cut short simply because they popped into my life, if only for a few seconds.


  I’m straight-up bad news, as if the Grim Reaper is my shadow or something.


  What would Seagull Shores look like right now if I hadn’t decided willy-nilly to set up shop here for a few days? Last week at this time it was just another random, generic, seaside beach town: souvenir shops and snow cone stands and surfboard street signs and a town square that looked like something out of a Norman Rockwell painting.


  Now it’s smoking and sirening—just another gutted city, like Barracuda Bay before it. And who knows what will come next? Who knows how many Zerkers got away this time? Or how many Val sent away to do her dirty work, spreading her hate and virus and gurgling black blood?


  A dozen? Two dozen? Three?


  I guess we won’t know until the Missing signs start showing up in the next few days or, depending on her master plan, weeks. I shake my head and watch the last Sentinel drag the last body bag full of Zerkers out the front door of the house on Lumpfish Lane.


  Dad is back in his element, running the show pretty much. There are jars of Zerker blood samples to precisely fill and label. I think he’s happier than ever. Not about the death and destruction, obviously, but the chance to put his mind to work to stop this from happening the next time or the next or the next. He may have lost a daughter to the living dead, but he’s found his calling.


  He catches me looking, starts to move toward me, maybe give me a hug or a smooch or a high five, something. But he looks at the sample jars and bags, big black glove on each hand dripping with stuff, and he stops, shrugs, and turns back to his work.


  I chuckle to myself. I guess seeing him happy is better than a hug anyway, right?


  Dane is back in uniform but not a school uniform this time. His sleek black shoulder pads gleam as he fishes out Zerker body parts from the swimming pool, Courtney at his side, Stamp at hers. They, too, work with purpose or, in Stamp’s case at least, pleasure. Pleasure at being included, at being wanted, at being necessary.


  Ever since they spent an entire school day clinging to the bottom of the dock, hiding from the Zerkers that Stamp spotted from his vantage point upstairs, he doesn’t seem to mind having her as his babysitter, and she doesn’t seem to mind being one.


  He splashes Courtney with the pool skimmer and, where just a few days ago she might have Tased him without even thinking twice, now she snorts and nudges him gently in the ribs.


  Dane, looking only mildly perturbed, tells them both, “Grow up.” But even so, it’s a playful growl, like when he used to tell me and Chloe the same thing back in Barracuda Bay. Dane told me he loved me maybe five times in our brief year or so together. Six, tops. But I felt like every time he growled at me to grow up, he was kinda saying it then too.


  From the patio, I look into the house. The Sentinels are all gone, but one Keeper remains. And a Sleeper, to boot. Vera and Lucy confer in the kitchen, plotting their next move, speaking softly so the rest of us don’t hear. I watch, useless, still Vanished, a nobody to everybody.


  I see Lucy’s messenger bag, crumpled on the floor, forgotten, slumped against the bottom of the kitchen counter. Inside is, basically, her life: wallet, cash, credit card, ID, iPad that’s not an iPad, a couple of Living with the Living Dead gag books, a barrette or two, protein bars, probably one of her addictive caffeine drinks. Next to Vera, she looks so young and ambitious, so eager to get on with her next assignment or help out here. So deadly serious about assisting the living dead.


  And Vera, beret spiffy on her shaven dome, dark eyes studying a map or something on the kitchen counter, so eager for an apt pupil.


  The kind I never was and now will never be. I walk closer, and only Lucy looks up, eyes crinkling in a soft smile. She sends me a curt nod before returning her attention to whatever Vera is pointing at.


  I reach down and pick up the messenger bag. It occurs to me that I’m still in my school uniform, and that feels kind of right.


  I slide the strap under my maroon lapel and wedge the bag part into the small of my back so it looks as inconspicuous as possible. I don’t even know why I bother. As I back out of the living room, away from the kitchen, past Dad and his symphony of gross-filled jars, nobody looks up, nobody questions, nobody dares.


  Only Stamp, waving the pool skimmer like a second hand, notices me. “Hi, Maddy. Wanna look for fingers in the pool with us?”


  “Gosh, I’d love to, but . . .”


  Dane focuses on me for a hot second. “But what?”


  I turn away, toward the sailboat I’ve been studying ever since Stamp and Courtney rose from the canal like creatures from the black lagoon. “But . . . I’m leaving.”


  Dane looks into the house, as if maybe he wants to alert Vera or something. “You can’t just leave,” he says, dragging an arm out of the pool and rolling down his black sleeve.


  “Why not?”


  He blinks twice.


  I don’t move. “I’m supposed to be long gone already, so this just makes it official.”


  He kind of can’t argue with that.


  Courtney is more specific. “But where would you go?” I look at her to see if she’s being pissy, as in, Catch you later, reanimator. But her head is cocked, eyes expectant.


  “I have no idea.” I chuckle. “Left, I guess.”


  She snorts. “You mean north?”


  I shrug and offer her a smile, since it’s probably the last time I’ll ever see her. “Sure, whatever.”


  I step forward, from the pool deck to the grass that leads down a sloping hill toward the dock. It’s still spotted with dead or dying crabs and minnows and crunchy, dried seaweed from their underwater hideout.


  The sailboat rocks gently in the canal, drifting back and forth against three white buoys tied to the dock. I hear footsteps behind me as I quickly slide the messenger bag under a seat cushion in the boat.


  When I turn, Stamp is on the dock, his lanky body leaning against a piling. He wanted to wear Dane’s school jacket after we dried him off, so he looks vaguely sporty, like something out of an ’80s prep school movie starring Rob Lowe and Phoebe Cates.


  Dane and Courtney stand just behind him, heavy zombie feet sinking into the tall grass.


  “Maddy?” Stamp says. There’s a look in his eyes I’ve never seen before, not even when he was a Normal. “I thought . . . you said we were a team.”


  “We are, buddy,” I lie, stepping off the boat. I hug him, but he clings to the piling. “Hug me back right now,” I say, pulling him forward. “Or you’ll regret it later.”


  He nearly crushes me, which is saying something considering I just punched my way through a vending machine to save Dane.


  He looks away as we part.


  “How did you know to hide in the water?” I ask.


  He tries not to smile, but he’s never been very good at being humble. “Your dad told me to protect you, right?”


  I wait for him to go on, then realize he’s actually waiting for an answer, so I nod quickly.


  “Well, when I saw all those Zerkers coming down our street, I knew the only way to protect you was to stay alive. And the only way to stay alive was to hide. And the only place to hide was”—he risks a cautious look over the side of the dock—“down there.”


  I hug him once more. “That’s good thinking, Stamp.”


  He doesn’t quite push me away, just sort of squirms out of my grip, like a teenager who’s getting too old to hug his mom in front of the other kids when she drops him off at the mall. I can’t say I blame him. “Yeah, well, now you’re here and you’re leaving, so I can’t protect you anymore.”


  I smile and whisper in his ear, “Look around you, Stamp. There are lots of people to protect around here.”


  He does. He looks around at the people gathered near the dock. Only when I see a smile tickle the corner of his lips do I back away. Slowly but not quite reluctantly, I get back in the boat.


  I’m there when he’s done looking around and tries to find me.


  Courtney arrives gently at Stamp’s side. For once, I’m grateful for her nosiness, even her timing. “She’ll be back,” she says to him softly while looking at me. “She just . . . She just doesn’t want to cause any more trouble right now.”


  Dane flashes her a withering look, but I smile. I couldn’t have put it any better myself.


  Stamp shakes his head. “But your dad said . . . Your dad said that I—”


  “It’s okay, Stamp.” Dad appears, black gloves sticking out of one of his lab coat pockets. “You did exactly what I asked you to do.”


  This is too much for him. “I did?”


  Dad puts an arm around Stamp’s shoulder, which is not so easy since he’s shorter than him. “Look at her, my boy. Why, she’s better than ever.”


  I give Dad a questioning look, and he nods. “Do you know how to drive that thing, dear? I’m afraid, for as long as we’ve lived in Florida, I’ve never taught you how to sail.”


  “Do you know?” I snort.


  He shakes his head. “I was always so busy.” He points a thumb over his shoulder, and even now I can sense he’s eager to get back to the work that makes him so happy.


  I look at the sail, bundled up tight, and frown. Then I see two oars. “I’ll just row around for a little while until I get the hang of it.”


  He looks confused until Vera sneaks up to his side, blue beret popping up out of nowhere. “She’ll be fine, Dr. Swift. We trained her well.”


  He rolls his eyes at me, but there’s a new sense of camaraderie between them that I’ve never seen before. Like something happened when I wasn’t looking.


  “You know where you’re going?” she asks.


  Lucy creeps up to join the group on the dock.


  I smile. “Not a clue.”


  Vera waits a beat. “That’s not such a bad thing, Maddy.”


  I shrug.


  Lucy kneels, untying the bowlines. “You sure you know what you’re doing?” she asks quietly, as if we don’t have an audience.


  “Hell, no.” I snort.


  She chuckles, leaning in for a quick hug. “Take good care of my identity.” She winks, nodding toward the strap of her messenger bag poking out from under the seat cushion. Then she shoves me gently away from the dock.


  As the momentum pulls me out into the canal, I watch Dane walk away from the group to the very edge of the dock.


  He says not a word. He doesn’t even wave. But as I struggle with the oars—they’re longer than I thought and heavy and awkward, getting them in their little metal holders and then sticking them in the water without them sliding all the way through and floating away—he’s still there every time I look up.


  The others drift away one by one. Dad first. A scientist, after all, he has the facts: Maddy is going away for a while; she knows I’m safe, we’ve said good-bye; I have jars full of Zerker thumbs to label.


  Vera next, with Lucy close by her side. They have work to do. The Zerkers won’t all go away just because I’m taking a break from hunting them down.


  Courtney goes, and, though I pretend I’m not watching, I see Stamp look after her, then at me, before offering a quick wave and shuffling off. And that’s okay. That’s good. He’s found a new buddy, someone who will maybe teach him how to shine Sentinel boots and stitch up torn berets when this is all over and done with.


  Good for them both. Good for everybody.


  Finally, when I’ve drifted the wrong way down the canal while I get my sea legs, I row back up the other way. Dane is still there. The pool deck is empty. Maybe Courtney is spoon-feeding cold brains to Stamp inside or something. Or maybe they’ve already got a head start signing up Stamp for Sentinel Support.


  Either way, the busier he is, the happier Stamp will be. And all I’ve ever wanted all along was for Stamp to find happiness in the afterlife. If it takes a ditzy blonde who has the same IQ as he does, well, so be it.


  The water laps gently against the oars as I glide forward, coming close to the dock but not too. Dane looks into the house behind him, as if for permission, then walks toward the water’s edge.


  “Room for one more?” he asks, his sleek shoulder pads glinting in the afternoon sun, looking for all the world like a young Darth Vader, minus the helmet and cape.


  I chuckle. “Not this time, player.”


  He nods, leaning against the last dock piling. “Stamp’s not the only one who’ll miss you, Maddy. You know that, right?”


  I’m tempted to swirl my oars in the water, turn around, or coast or just drift a while, but I know where temptation leads and even dead hearts can be broken more than once. “I guess so.”


  He blinks twice in the afternoon sun. “I screwed up, huh?”


  I can’t tell if his tone is regretful or cavalier, and it’s not just because I’m inching past as he says it. I nod and keep moving, the oars gently lapping as I near the end of the canal.


  As I turn left—sorry, north—out of the canal, heading up the east coast of Florida, I cast one last glance back at the dock. Yes, he’s still there. Yes, he’s still watching, arm casually on the piling, waiting, I suppose, until I’m out of sight so he can wipe his hands and get back to the rest of his afterlife.


  Finally, turning toward the wind, I answer him: “Big time.”
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