
  



Thank you for participating in the 
2015 Cruel Summer Giveaway! 

 
We hope you had fun and found some new authors to love. 

Please enjoy this sampler of most of the works offered in the giveaway 
as our gift to you for joining us. 

Happy reading! 
  



All materials in this sampler are copyright protected by the authors. 

All Rights Reserved. 

No part of this sampler may be reproduced in any form without permission in 

writing from the authors. 
 



Table of Contents 
 

AFTER THE ENDING 

UNTIL THE END OF THE WORLD 

ARE WE DEAD YET? 

UNTIL THE END 

WRITING ON THE WALL 

GODS OF THE DEAD 

APEX PREDATOR 

A M A R A NTOX 

THE SOUL MATE 

ODIUM 

DEAD TREES 

  



AFTER THE ENDING 

BOOK ONE OF THE ENDING SERIES 

 

By Lindsey Fairleigh & Lindsey Pogue 
  



Copyright © 2013 by Lindsey Fairleigh and Lindsey Pogue 

All rights reserved. 

 

All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form without permission in 

writing from the author, except as used in a book review. Please contact the author at  

 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are 

either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance 

to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 

 

L2 Books 

101 W. American Canyon Rd. Ste. 508-262 

American Canyon, CA 94503 
  



Prologue 
 

 

“Friendship is unnecessary, like philosophy, like art…It has no survival value, rather it is one 

of those things which give value to survival.” 

-C. S. Lewis 

  

  

March 15, 1 AE (from the journal of Danielle O’Connor) 

  

If someone had told me three months ago that 90 percent of the people in the world were 

about to die, I would’ve laughed. If someone had told me the survivors would develop 

unbelievable Abilities, I would’ve called them crazy. If someone had told me I’d find love with 

the least likely person, I would’ve rolled my eyes. And if someone had told me that, after 

everything, the people I cared about most would be torn from my grasp, I would’ve walked 

away. 

I wish I could walk away now. 



DECEMBER 



1 

Dani 
  

  

Cringing, I glared at the stinging, red paper cut on the tip of my index finger and 

muttered, “Damn hand sanitizer.” I’d always been a fan of good old-fashioned soap and water, 

and I was irked that my dissertation advisor had forced the slimy, astringent goop into my hands 

when I’d left his office. 

Unfortunately, the compulsory germ-killing reminded me of Callie, my pathetically sick 

roommate. I’d driven her to the campus clinic first thing that morning. She’d been sitting on our 

couch in pajama bottoms and a purple pea coat, mumbling, “I’m going to the doctor right 

now…just give me a second…,” and staring at the floor. I’d immediately hustled her out to the 

car and zipped her to the doctor. 

“It’s just a bad case of the flu, I’m sure,” the doctor had claimed, barely perceptible worry 

tightening her eyes. 

Callie’s ashen coloring had been troubling, but not as much as the doctor’s instruction to 

take her to the hospital if her condition worsened…like the other sick students…dozens of them. 

I couldn’t believe a flu outbreak was forcing so many healthy people into the hospital. It wasn’t 

like we lived in a third world country or something. 

The handful of students missing from my morning study group only intensified my 

concern—a handful is a lot when there are only eleven students to begin with. As I cleared the 

last crosswalk on the way back home, being careful to avoid the puddles left by the morning 

rain, I wondered if the outbreak would end up being as deadly as the Spanish flu was nearly a 

century ago.  

I shook my head, dispelling my unusually grim thoughts. It’s just the flu, I told myself for 

the hundredth time. She’ll be fine. They all will. 

As I entered my turn-of-the-century brick apartment building, I distracted myself with 

thoughts of how incongruous the classy exterior was with the 1980s-remodeled interior. The 

décor was tragic—pastel and gold foil abstract art hung on the walls, and the carpet was a tacky 

combination of mauve, coral pink, and faded turquoise…and that was just the beginning. The 

apartments themselves included worn blue carpet—no doubt covering handsome hardwood—

stained linoleum, and appliances with chipped plastic. Such a waste…this place could be 

exquisite. But, at least the rent’s low… 

I walked to my ground floor apartment, unlocked the door, and shifted my computer bag to 

brace myself for the impending “happy Jack attack.” Except when I opened the door, it didn’t 

come.  

“Jack?” I called out, curious. 

Following his whimpered response, I found the 120-pound, adolescent German Shepherd 

staring forlornly at Callie’s closed bedroom door. 

“Hey, Sweet Boy,” I said, crouching down to scratch his shoulders and to let him sniffle my 

neck. “She probably just wants to sleep. Want a treat?” 

Jack wagged his way into the kitchen while I quickly peeked into my roommate’s bedroom. 

Inside, Callie snored softly as she slept. She’s fine. 

After rewarding Jack’s amazing abilities to sit (“sit”), shake hands (“nice to meet you”), and 

play dead (“bang”), I plopped down on my bed and opened my laptop. Jack hopped up and 

settled in next to me, causing a bed-quake.  



Cam, my adorable boyfriend, wouldn’t get home from work for another half hour. Rubbing 

Jack’s velvety ear, I decided to write a nice long email to my best friend, Zoe—she had neither 

answered when I’d called during my walk home nor responded to my texts. The woman worked 

like crazy, and we hadn’t chatted in days. Besides, writing to her would kill time and help me 

avoid doing anything productive on my birthday. Genius. 

  

  

Date: December 4, 4:30 PM 

From: Danielle O’Connor 

To: Zoe Cartwright 

Subject: Birthday Heresy 

  

Zo! I can’t believe we’re apart on a birthday. It’s practically heretical! Thank you SO 

much for the amazing drawing...it’s totally perfect. I can’t believe how many details you 

remembered from that night. Cam was super impressed too. 

  

Anyway, how was your date with Mr. 58 (or was it Mr. 85)? You promised to give me 

juicy details, but alas, I’ve heard nothing from my wayward Zo. It was the blond guy, right? Or 

was that the last one? Gah…I can’t keep up. Give me an ooey-gooey, nitty-gritty description of 

EVERYTHING. Please. 

  

On a totally different note, the flu is getting pretty bad over here. Is it bad in Salem too? 

This morning I took Callie to the doctor, and Zo, I’m really worried about her. She’s so pale and 

weak. Actually, she looks just like you did when you had that H1N1 virus a few years ago. 

Cam’s been making soup for her…he’s so sweet. Besides, his cooking is a gazillion times better 

than whatever I’d conjure up. My food might make her feel worse…  

  

So…I’m sure you want to know about tonight’s birthday plans. Cam (sigh, drool) is 

taking me to his restaurant and then to that Irish pub—you know, the one where you had too 

many Long Islands and danced on the table… Anyway, Cam said he invited “everyone we 

know” to the pub. But, considering that over half of Seattle seems to be sick, I’m guessing less 

than a dozen people will show. Whatever…I’m just excited to get out and have some fun.   

  

Oh…gotta go...Cam just got home and is harping on me to get changed for dinner. I 

guess soggy jeans aren’t classy enough. I’ll give you a recap tomorrow, assuming I’m not too 

hungover to open my eyes. 

  

Dani 

  

  

We’d been at the pub for several hours when Jamie’s pink, designer stiletto jabbed my 

shin. “Did you hear about that student who died today?” she asked. 

My food and alcohol-induced semi coma receded momentarily, allowing me to process her 

eager words. Always the drama queen, that Jamie. She never knew when to keep her mouth 

shut, so we constantly butted heads. 

Sighing, I grumbled, “What are you talking about?”  



“Ohhhh…so you don’t know.” Jamie’s eyes narrowed with vindictive pleasure.  

Not for the first time that night, I mentally cursed Cam for inviting her. “Evidently not,” I 

replied dryly. 

“Yeah.” Her chest heaved with delight as she explained, “some undergrad died of the flu. 

You know, the one that everyone has right now. You do at least know about that, right? So now 

people are dying from it. Doesn’t Callie have it too?” 

Hateful bitch, I thought viciously. I’d never really liked Jamie, and my concern about Callie 

clouded my judgment, along with the three vodka tonics and the glass of Champagne. “You’re a 

hateful bitch,” I retorted. 

The statement earned shocked stares from several of the young Seattleites sitting around the 

corner booth, including Cam. But I wasn’t done. For days I’d been worrying about Callie, and 

stupid Jamie had just implied the worst. She’ll be okay. It’s just the flu. 

With a sickly sweet smile I cooed, “Callie’s doing much better, thanks for asking. But you, 

Jamie…you’re looking quite pale. Are you sick? Or, have you just had too much to drink? You 

do at least know about your reputation as a lush, right?” 

A growing silence encompassed our table. As I opened my mouth to continue, Cam 

interceded. “Let’s get a drink, D,” he said through gritted teeth. 

I was quickly ushered out of the booth by his firm grasp. His unusual forcefulness was more 

than a small turn-on, and suddenly, I was really looking forward to returning home with him.   

By the time Cam and I left the pub, the confrontation with Jamie was nearly forgotten. We 

entered our apartment, eager to reach our bedroom, and noticed that Callie’s bathroom light was 

on. When I went to turn it off, much to my shock, I found my roommate curled up on the 

linoleum floor. The air was thick with the rank smell of vomit. Oh my God… 

I fell to my knees beside Callie and turned her onto her back. She was burning hot and 

coated in sweat. Jack, curled up next to her, kept nuzzling her cheek and watching her face for a 

response. There was none. 

While we’d been out eating, drinking, and being generally merry, Callie had vomited what 

looked like all of her insides into the toilet. I stared at my friend’s non-responsive form, unable 

to move for several long seconds. And then I started panicking. 

“Callie! Callie, wake up!” I implored, nudging her gently. She didn’t respond. I shook her 

harder, watching her sway like a rag doll. She looked so pale, so young. “Cam! We have to take 

her to the hospital!” I screeched.  

When I looked behind me for Cam’s unfailing support, I found him on the phone. He was 

repeating our address. Oh…9-1-1…I should’ve thought of that. 

“Thanks,” he said, ending the call. “They’ll be here in fifteen or twenty minutes,” he told 

me. 

“But, she’s…,” I began but didn’t know how to finish. Sick? Comatose? Dying? 

“I know, D, but they said it’s an unusually busy night,” Cam told me, filling two glasses 

with water from the kitchen tap. “They’ll get here as fast as they can.” 

When the paramedics finally arrived, Cam had to pry me from my prostrate position beside 

my unconscious friend to give the emergency crew enough room to help her. We followed the 

ambulance to the hospital and watched as Callie was rushed through the emergency room and 

into a restricted area. FAMILY ONLY, read the sign taped to the door. All we could do was 

sit…wait. 

As I looked around, my mind returned to a mostly-sober state. I wasn’t in an emergency 

room waiting area but a stifling, body-packed cage. People crowded in on all sides, milling, 



mumbling, mourning. They all looked sick. Hundreds of them. Shouldn’t the hospital be taking 

care of these people? What if they infect me? Infect us? 

Cam was sitting beside me, holding my hand. He looked just as ill as everyone else in the 

crowded room. What if he is sick? Like Callie…oh God…like the guy who died… 

The air grew perceptibly hotter and viscous. Clammy chills consumed my body. Stay 

calm…stay calm…stay calm… 

Hours passed, and then I saw her. I recognized the silky blonde hair and pink stilettos. 

Jamie. You’re a hateful bitch, my words replayed in my head. 

I watched as they wheeled her through the stuffy room, unconscious. Just like Callie. I’d 

been honest in my earlier assessment of her; she really had looked ill. You’re a hateful bitch. 

Jamie disappeared through the same metal doors as Callie had. FAMILY ONLY. Medical 

staff and unconscious patients were the only people who’d passed through them. So far, only the 

medical staff had returned. 

Desperately, I looked at Cam, hoping he could somehow give me the air my lungs couldn’t 

seem to capture. But he appeared ready to pass out, completely unaware of my emotional 

flailing.  

Zoe, I thought, I need you! 

  

  

2 SENT TEXT MESSAGES: 

  

TO: Zo 

Callie’s in the ER. She’s in a coma. Cam and I came in with her a little after 2AM. Been 

here for hours, but the docs still haven’t told us anything. Wish you were here. 

December 5, 6:00 AM 

  

TO: Zo 

BTW, I’ll call Grams in a bit to check on everyone back home. How are YOU feeling? 

Me? I’m freaking out…  

December 5, 6:04 AM 



2 

Zoe 
  

  

Rushing into the small, outdated bungalow, I threw my messenger bag on the russet 

suede couch with excessive force. I was instantly irritated that Sarah, my roommate’s closest 

friend, was there…again. Eating my food. Why am I not charging her rent? 

“Where’s Jordan?” I snipped, unwinding my black cashmere scarf and charcoal knee-length 

pea coat, and tossing them over the back of the couch. 

“She’s in the shower. You hungry?” The curly-haired freeloader twirled noodles on her fork, 

utterly oblivious to my annoyance. 

I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself before speaking. “Thanks, but I’m rushing off to 

the bar for my night shift.” I eyed the plate of spaghetti in front of her. “Someone’s gotta buy 

the food around here,” I added. 

Hurrying down the hallway to my bedroom, I slammed the door behind me. I barely had 

time to remove my sweater before my cell phone vibrated in my pocket. Sighing, I answered, 

“Hey Dad.” 

“Hi honey, how are you?” He muffled a cough on the other end of the line. 

“Getting ready for work. Other than that, I’m fine.” I unzipped my knee-high, black calfskin 

boots and flung them into the corner. The brisk air was a reprieve, cooling my legs, which had 

been fermenting in their leather confines. 

“I thought you just got off work?” 

“Yeah, well, I’m always working. That’s the joy of having two jobs.” 

“Oh yeah. I forgot.” He cleared his throat. 

“How could you forget? I’ve been working at the gallery and Earl’s for like…ever.” 

“Well, that’s the joy of getting old,” he teased, but he sounded exhausted. 

“You sound horrible, Dad.” I pulled off my brown pencil skirt and laid it across the bed. 

“Gee, thanks. You sure know how to make your old man feel good,” he bantered. 

“Yeah, well, someone’s gotta worry about you.” Trying to lighten the conversation, I asked, 

“What kind of mischief have you gotten into lately, anyway? I haven’t talked to you in a while, 

so don’t tell me ‘nothing,’ ‘cause we both know that’s not true.” 

He chuckled and sighed, “Nothing, I promise…Well, there was—”  

I laughed, interrupting his admission with feigned exasperation. “I knew it! What’d you do 

now, Dad?” 

“I tried to re-landscape the backyard—” He was cut short by a coughing fit. 

I grimaced. “Are you sure you’re okay? You really do sound bad.” I grabbed some jeans out 

of the closet and shook them out. 

His cough persisted, and I grew increasingly worried. “Dad…” 

“I’m fine. It’s just a lingering cold. Charlene’s sick too. I probably caught it from her when I 

was helping weatherproof her windows last week.” 

I was immediately sidetracked by the knowledge that he was spending time with his 

beautiful, single neighbor. I wished, more than believed, he might be coming out of his shell. 

My dad hadn’t dated much since my mom’s death. According to my older brother, my dad had 

never really been the same in general. However, his scatterbrained lack of focus was all I’d ever 

known, and even at the age of fifty-seven, he still needed me to look out for him.  

“At Charlene’s, huh? How…interesting.” 



“Oh, stop it. You know we’re just friends.” Joking aside, his voice was agitated, as it 

normally was when I tried to encourage him to date. 

“She’s been after you for how many years now? I think it’s time you gave her a break, 

Pops,” I said, switching to speakerphone and tossing my cell onto the bed. 

“I was just helping her out.” 

“Oh, trust me, I know.” I hopped around, tugging on my faded jeans and almost falling over. 

“Knock it off, Zoe.” His fatherly voice always emerged when I goaded him in the areas of 

love and affection. 

“You’re right. She wouldn’t know what to do with herself. Probably not a good idea,” I said 

bitterly. He continued scolding me, and I tuned him out as I pulled a green Earl’s t-shirt over my 

head and gazed into the mirror. 

Envisioning my usual gallery attire paired with the conservative hairstyle I still wore, I 

wasn’t surprised I was habitually single. I look like an uptight school marm, I observed 

regretfully. 

Pulling my dark hair from its bun, I watched it cascade past my shoulders and settle just 

above my waist, uncreased despite the twisted knot it had been in all day. I tried to imagine 

what I would look like with Dani’s wild curls and rolled my eyes. Wondering was pointless. My 

hair was boring and straight, but at least it contrasted nicely with my light skin and blue-green 

eyes.  

 My dad had blue eyes, but not quite the same color as mine. They were paler, and his hair 

was so much lighter. I must look more like Mom… 

“Zo? You still there?” 

“Yeah, I’m here.”  

“Anyway, it’s nothing,” my dad said. 

“It’s been over twenty years, Dad. Are you gonna be alone the rest of your life?” 

His voice softened the way it always did when he was attempting to reassure me. “Don’t 

worry about me, hon. I’ve got you kids.” He cleared his throat. I couldn’t help but scoff at the 

idea of having us “kids” as suitable companions. He and Jason were still trying to rebuild their 

relationship, and I was on the other side of the country.  

“Speaking of you kids…” My dad’s voice brightened. “Jason called me yesterday. He’s 

doing well and likes Washington more than Colorado. Said he’s moving up in rank real quick.” 

He paused for a second, and when I didn’t say anything, he continued, “Eleven years as a Green 

Beret and he’s finally getting where he wants to be.” 

“I didn’t know he’d left Colorado,” I said quietly. I couldn’t believe my brother hadn’t told 

me he was being reassigned…or whatever.  

“Oh…I’m sure he’s been busy and doesn’t have much time to talk. He probably assumed I’d 

fill you in.” My dad prattled on, but I was more focused on the realization that Jason and I had 

drifted even further apart. 

Sarah’s sudden coughing fit in the living room pulled me from my thoughts. Upon hearing 

one gag after another, I promised myself I’d make time to get a flu shot soon. 

  

  

1 SENT TEXT MESSAGE: 

  

TO: D 



Tried calling you, but got your voicemail. Is Callie doing better? Dad’s sick too. Can 

you ask Grams to check on him? I’ll call you after work. 

December 5, 5:15 PM 

  

  

Date: December 5, 2:24 AM 

From: Zoe Cartwright 

To: Danielle O’Connor 

Subject: :( 

  

D, 

  

I tried calling you again, but you’re probably asleep. I hope Callie’s doing better. I’m 

sorry it took so long to get back to you. I’ve been super busy covering shifts at the gallery AND 

at Earl’s. I hadn’t realized how many people were sick until last night…one of my co-workers 

died. Can you believe it?! Maxine was so healthy and young...it’s all so scary. It feels like I was 

just joking around with her yesterday, and now she’s gone. 

  

Speaking of gone, you should probably know Jason’s apparently stationed over in 

Washington now. Of course, he didn’t tell me himself; I had to find out from my dad. I bet 

Jason doesn’t even know you’re in Seattle. 

  

Oh, and of course...HAPPY BELATED BIRTHDAY! Did you even get to celebrate? 

Sorry I couldn’t be there, but we’ll make up for it when we see each other for Christmas. I 

promise. I’m gonna get some sleep before I have to wake up and head to the gallery…again. 

Happy late 26th! 

  

Hasta la vista, 

Zo 

  

  

After putting it off for a day and getting no sleep thanks to Jordan’s fitful night of 

coughing and vomiting, I finally took the time to go to the doctor for a flu shot. 

Walking into the clinic, I felt like I was entering a prison. The walls were white and sterile, 

and fluorescent lighting illuminated the bland space. Glass barriers separated the sick from the 

healthy. Patients stood in zigzagged lines throughout the waiting room like inmates, their 

medical paperwork in hand instead of eating trays and handcuffs.  

Near the door, a security guard handed out surgical masks. Eyeing the mass of people, I 

groaned and grabbed a mask before getting in line. My attention was immediately captured by 

the two women in front of me; they were talking about the Center for Disease Control. 

“Well last night the CDC finally addressed the issue nationally,” said the red-haired woman. 

She clearly thought their involvement was overdue.  

“It’s about time.” Her brunette friend sounded relieved.   

“They aren’t even sure if the vaccine works yet. The Virus is spreading so quickly…it’s like 

they can’t keep up with it.” 

“I heard they think it’s airborne—not that it’s surprising.” 



The redhead nodded. “I know. And they want us all to stay indoors. Real practical.” Her 

face soured in disgust as she surveyed the crowded room. 

I followed her eyes, taking in the number of people with pallid skin and runny noses. My 

skin crawled as I thought about the orgy of germs I’d walked into. The idea of being in a room 

swarming with the ill, breathing the same recycled air as the rest of the throng, made my 

stomach curdle. Great. 

Just as I was debating the quickest exit out to the open air, a platinum blonde shuffled 

through the door. Her skin was unnaturally tanned, her face caked with makeup, and she had 

bubblegum-pink fingernails. Taking a second look, I noticed the heavy make-up was a desperate 

attempt to cover the cold sores around her mouth and the dark half-moons under her eyes. 

Blondie stopped dead in her tracks. She took one look at the line drawn out before her and 

started complaining. “This is ridiculous,” she spat and marched her way to the front of the line. 

“Hey! You have to wait in line like the rest of us!” a waiting patient called out. 

“Miss, you need to get to the back of the line. There’s no cutting.” My eyes zeroed in on the 

guard touching the girl’s shoulder. Shouldn’t he be wearing gloves or something? 

His eyes widened as he listened to an announcement in his ear piece, then he started 

speaking again. “If you’ve had H1N1 before, form a line over here please!” He pointed to the 

far left wall. “If you’re showing any flu symptoms, please stay in the original line.” 

I found myself smiling at his words. Thank God, I thought as I moved to the shorter line. 

Maybe I’ll get to work on time after all. 

“Oh, that’s me,” Blondie simpered and smiled at the guard. He eyed her closely as she 

hurried to my line. The exertion proved too strenuous, and she began wheezing almost 

immediately. 

My phone vibrated, distracting me from the commotion. It was Sarah. 

“Hello?”  

“Where are you?” she whimpered. 

“At the clinic attempting to get a flu shot. Why?” I waited for a moment. The phone was 

silent, and then I realized Sarah was crying. “What happened?” My heart was racing, and I 

tasted blood on my tongue as I chewed the inside of my cheek. 

“Jordan’s dead,” she sobbed. “I didn’t know if you knew.” 

I didn’t know…I hadn’t even realized she was so sick. I’d never been close with Jordan. 

We’d worked together at Earl’s and had been roommates for two years, but we’d always been 

too different to be good friends. 

“Did you hear me, Zoe? It’s so loud there—” 

“Yeah, I heard you.” I stared blankly at the floor. “Where are you?” 

“I’m at your house. I took Jordan’s key. Is that okay?” she asked timidly and sneezed into 

the phone. The question was trivial, but it was sweet that she’d asked all the same. 

“Zoe Cartwright?” called a nurse. 

When I didn’t respond to Sarah’s question, she choked out, “Zoe? I’ll leave if you want me 

to.” 

“No, no, it’s fine. I’ll be home soon.” 

I hung up and followed the nurse into the doctor’s office. I had to wipe away a stray tear as I 

remembered the time one of the many douchebags I’d dated left me stranded at some dive bar at 

two o’clock in the morning. Jordan had come to my rescue, and we’d grabbed a late night coffee 

before heading home. 

  



  

1 SENT TEXT MESSAGE: 

  

TO: D 

Jordan’s dead… 

Date: December 6, 8:45 PM 



3 

Dani 
  

  

Zoe’s roommate is dead. With a shuddering sigh, I leaned back against Cam. His arms 

wrapped reassuringly around me, interlocking just under my breasts. If only there was 

something sexual in his touch. If only we had the energy for such distractions. His body burned 

against mine, like he’d spent hours sitting too close to a fireplace. Staring out the wide living 

room window into the grim winter drizzle, I watched as our combined body heat slowly fogged 

up the glass. 

“D, let’s go to bed.” Cam’s too-hot breath brushed my neck as he spoke, worrying me. 

“You go ahead,” I said, meeting his reflected gaze. “I’ll be in soon. I just need to do a few 

things first.” 

Exhaling heavily, he held me more tightly. 

I patted one of his hands and murmured reassurances. “I’ll be quick. I promise.”  

Cam kissed the top of my head, breathing deeply. “Mmm…D, how do you still smell so 

good?” He took another deep breath. “Even after two days. You smell…mmm…more like you. 

If I weren’t so tired…” He trailed off with a husky chuckle. The distinct thread of desire wasn’t 

enough to push either of us into action. 

He released me and moved away. “Don’t blame me if I’m already dead asleep by the time 

you crawl under the covers.” 

Dead asleep. Ha. Ha. I looked at him over my shoulder and gave my least-amused, most-

withering expression. He laughed as he retreated to our bedroom. 

I examined my reflection in the night-darkened glass and, studying my diminutive height 

and build, pale skin, and long crimson curls, gave myself the same death stare. Nope, not scary 

at all. My flushed cheeks and feverishly glowing eyes, however, were a little unsettling. I felt 

like crap and looked like it. 

With a sigh, I plucked my phone from the window sill and called my grandma. 

“Hello?” the elderly Irish woman greeted with her usual musical lilt. 

I let out an unexpected sigh of relief. “Hi Grams, it’s me.” 

“Oh, Dani-girl. I’ve been meaning to call you to see how the rest of your birthday went, but 

one thing after another kept popping up, especially with all the sick folks. So, how are you, girl? 

How’s that boy of yours? Did you have a good time on your birthday?” Her raspy voice eased 

some of my anxiety, but there was just too much sickness and death to settle my nerves 

completely. 

“We’re both fine and…my birthday was…lovely,” I lied. “How are you?” 

“Oh…don’t you be worrying about me. These old bones have weathered worse storms. Did 

you get the package I sent you? I overnighted it yesterday.” 

“Uhhh…I don’t know. I’ll check the mail room tomorrow. What’s in it?” 

“Medicines and herbs—things to keep you healthy.” She paused for a moment. “Mind you, 

fetch that package first thing in the morning, you hear?” Her steely tone welcomed zero 

argument, making me cringe. Things must be bad down there. 

“Yes, Grams,” I replied. “Do you think you could check on Tom? Zo said he’s sick. I think 

she’s really worried.” 

“Of course.”                             

“Thanks. Zo’ll be relieved knowing you’re looking out for him.” 



Grams breathed deeply before saying, “Now, I’m sorry, but I really must cut this short. 

Promise me you’ll take extra special care over the next few days, you hear?” 

“Yes, Grams, I promise. You’d better do the same, you hear?” I mimicked, receiving a 

gravelly laugh in response. 

“I do love you, Dani-girl,” she stated earnestly, nearly turning my sudden good humor to 

tears. 

“I love you too, Grams.” 

After the goodbyes, a heavy weight settled on my shoulders, like all of my anxiety and fear 

had solidified and were threatening to crush me. I thought I might understand what Atlas felt 

like…just a little. 

I quickly scrolled to Zoe’s name and pressed call. While I listened to five rings without an 

answer, I stared at the black Celtic knot tattooed on my wrist, knowing Zoe had the same on her 

hip. Her recorded voice greeted me after the sixth ring. “You’ve reached Zoe Cartwright. Please 

leave me a message and I’ll call you back…maybe.” 

Sighing, I waited for the beep and said, “Zo…I need to talk to you. Like now. Call me.” I 

ended the call and quickly logged onto my computer, pondering the email I was about to write.  

How much should I tell her? Should I tell her that Callie’s going to die like Jordan? Or that 

Cam and I are definitely sick? Should I lie to her like I did with Grams? Maybe I’m wrong. 

Maybe Callie will make it. Maybe Cam and I aren’t really sick. Maybe none of it’s real. 

A twisted version of myself added, maybe telling her will make it real. 

  

  

Date: December 6, 9:30 PM 

From: Danielle O’Connor 

To: Zoe Cartwright 

Subject: What the hell is going on? 

  

Zo, 

  

I just spoke to Grams. She said she’d head over to your Dad’s soon. I’ll let you know as 

soon as I hear anything. Don’t worry about my birthday—it’s really not important right now. 

There’s too much other crap going on for it to matter. 

  

I’m SO sorry about Jordan. I don’t even know what to say…only that I’m sorry. Was it 

the flu? I just assumed… 

  

Cam and I just got home from visiting Callie in the hospital again. One of our pseudo 

friends, Jamie Jenks (I think you met her), also died this morning. I said some stuff to her—bad 

stuff—at the pub the other night. Sometimes it’s like I just lose control of my mouth. And now 

she’s dead. At least Callie is only in a coma. The doctor isn’t sure if she’ll come out of it. I 

called her parents, and they’re on their way. Her dad said the government is trying to blockade 

all of the state borders for quarantine or something. Not that it matters, everyone already has the 

damn virus. 

  

And Jason is stationed near me? No, I don’t care. Seriously. I’m just surprised I didn’t 

already know we were living in the same state. Whatever. Is he coming home for the holidays? I 



sort of hope not. Every time I even mention your brother around Cam, he gets his sour, jealous 

face. I can’t blame him. I sometimes wonder if it’s just a natural male reaction to Jason. He’s 

just too...I don’t know… everything. Whatever. 

  

But honestly, I feel pretty crappy, so I’m off to bed. Don’t worry…I’m probably just 

feeling the aftereffects from the big night out and from spending too much time in hospital 

waiting rooms. I’ll let you know about your dad as soon as I hear back from Grams. 

  

Dani 

  

  

Callie’s dad cleared his throat for the dozenth time before saying, “It happened early this 

morning and, well, we know how close you two are…were…and we just thought you should 

know.” The horrible, wrenching strain in his voice pulverized my heart just a little bit more. 

The two-bedroom apartment suddenly felt vacuous without Callie’s bright energy. She’d 

always filled the rooms with singing and excitement. Her touches were everywhere, from the 

spicy orange scent of her favorite candles to the photos of the Seattle skyline she’d taken over 

the years and had placed on the living room and hallway walls. It was her sun-faded couch that I 

currently sat on and her olive-green angora throw that was currently warming my legs. All of 

these things were hers, or had been, but I didn’t want any of them—I just wanted to see Callie 

again. 

“Thank you for telling me.” I sounded hollow. How can she be gone? “You’re welcome to 

stay in her room if you’d like…if it’s not too hard…I mean…I…I’m so sorry…”  

Mr. Roberts coughed. “Thank you, but no. That won’t be needed. We’re staying at the 

hospital, unfortunately. We’re not feeling well.” Oh no… 

“Okay, Mr. Roberts, feel better. Just let me know when you’d like to come get her things.” 

He choked out, “Of course.” 

The call ended with mutual well-wishes. I tossed my phone on the cushion next to me and 

hoisted my aching body off the couch. I felt like I’d been trampled by a herd of wild horses. As 

I hobbled over to kneel beside Jack at Callie’s bedroom door, I wondered how my joints weren’t 

creaking audibly. 

When we’d returned home from the hospital the previous night, I’d closed off Callie’s room. 

Jack kept sitting at her door, trying to lean his furry body through the hollow, fake wood. 

Except it suddenly felt like the heavy stone entrance to an undisturbed tomb. 

Steeling myself, I opened the door, finally letting Jack enter the room containing the last 

vestiges of one of his best friends. I hung back in the doorway, and Callie’s scent washed over 

me—sustaining and suffocating. She’s never coming back. 

Some strange urge drove me further in, forcing me to stare around at all of her belongings—

things she would never use again. She’s never coming back. 

Standing still, I focused on a blank spot on the wall in an attempt to stop the room from 

spinning. I was losing it. Emotional control was slipping through my fingers like desert sand. 

Why isn’t Callie here right now? I collapsed on the floor on hands and knees, fighting back 

sudden nausea. She’s never coming back. 

Jack stopped his sniffling exploration and rushed to my side, licking the backs of my hands. 

I wrapped my arms around him, clinging to his warmth…his vitality. 



“Hey Jack,” I breathed after a few minutes. “I’m okay, Sweet Boy.” It was a lie, but it didn’t 

really matter. I unclenched my fingers from his scruff and stood on shaky legs. “Let’s get outta 

here.” 

Jack leaned against my right leg as I rushed out of the room and eased the door closed. 

Click. I can’t go in there again. 

  

  

Date: December 7, 9:00 AM 

From: Danielle O’Connor 

To: Zoe Cartwright 

Subject: Losing Hope 

  

Zo, 

  

Callie’s gone. I just…this is so surreal. I can’t think about it anymore. But I can’t NOT 

think about it either. What happens now? 

  

When I talked to Grams, she told me she hadn’t been able to find your dad. But she 

promised to search around town. She also told me she wasn’t feeling well. Sorry. Wish I had 

better news. 

  

Yeah, so, it looks like Cam and I have the flu, too. Cam’s been throwing up in the 

bathroom most of the day. We’d go to the hospital, but there isn’t any point. The emergency 

broadcast said to stay away from all hospitals and doctors’ offices. I honestly don’t know what 

to do. Too much emotional crap. I need to go pass out now. 

  

Dani 

  

  

I woke with a jolt, immediately feeling like I’d taken a dozen shots of rum. I crawled 

over Cam’s sweaty body and barely made it to the bathroom before vomiting. Jack settled on 

the linoleum beside me, his head resting on his front paws while he watched me. 

The bloody, violent heaves seemed to last forever and left me a shaking, cavernous husk. 

My insides were raw, like I’d swallowed lighter fluid, lit a match on my tongue, and let the 

flames scorch my body from the inside out. Though I attempted to drink a few sips of water 

before rejoining Cam in bed, the most I could manage was to rinse out my mouth. 

When I finally returned to our bedroom, Cam was awake and curled up on his side facing 

the doorway. “D, I woke up, and you were gone. I’m so tired. Stay with me?” he rasped. 

“Of course,” I soothed as I unsteadily slid over his body and into bed. “Go to sleep, my 

Cam. I’ll be right here. I love you,” I whispered, snuggling behind him. But he was already in a 

deep sleep, and I was trying not to vomit, again. 

Hours later, the world resumed its lurching motion and forced me to return to my worship of 

the toilet. My stomach muscles heaved and contracted endlessly, nearly making me pass out 

from exhaustion. 

Using the wall for support, I eventually made it back to the bed. As I dragged my worthless 

limbs across Cam’s body, I became aware of Jack’s incessant whining and froze.  



Beneath me, Cam wasn’t breathing. Cam? CAM! NO!!! 

“Wake up, Cam,” I begged, rolling him onto his back and sitting astride his limp form. 

“Come on, baby. Wake up, please!” I touched his face tenderly—kissed his lips, his eyes, his 

cheeks. I could smell him, so I knew he must still be there.  

“This isn’t happening. You can’t do this to me! You can’t leave me! Please, Baby, just wake 

up! PLEASE!” 

But every part of him was limp, lifeless. 

“DAMMIT, CAM,” I screeched, banging on his chest with my weak limbs. “You have to 

wake up! You can’t leave me like this! You promised me…you said we’d grow old together! 

You PROMISED!” I gave one last scream before collapsing on top of him. All of my sounds 

turned to sobs. 

“Please, Cam, wake up,” I croaked. 

He’s dead. 

While I lay on his body, my mind flashed through all of the things we should’ve shared. 

We’d planned to share. We’d wanted to share. 

I saw Grams, acting as my father and mother, walking me down the aisle. Toward Cam. 

I saw our children—a little boy and baby girl—both with dark red hair. 

I saw family vacations with Zoe and her shadowed husband and child. 

I saw our children grow up and marry and have babies of their own. 

I saw myself grow old and wrinkly with Cam after a life filled with love and companionship, 

like he’d promised. 

And I watched him die as an old man.  

All of my future hopes faded away as, in my mind, his aged, lifeless body transformed into 

the Cam growing cold beneath me. Young Cam. My Cam. 

He’s dead. 

Slowly, I became aware of Jack whining and tugging on my pajama pants. I felt like a 

sleepwalker as he led me off the bed and out of the room. I didn’t look back at Cam’s body as I 

shut the door. 

He was gone…dead.  

Jack nudged, pushed, and tugged me into the living room, where he stared at me with 

pleading black eyes, willing me to do something. 

I collapsed onto the couch with arms and legs sprawled haphazardly. I gladly would’ve 

passed out, except something was jabbing into my thigh. As I moved the offending lump, I 

realized it was my laptop. 

I needed to talk to someone. But I couldn’t go back into the bedroom to get my phone. 

Cam’s body was in there. Definitely not. Can’t. 

I also couldn’t just stay on the couch and die, however appealing giving up sounded. Staring 

at the computer on my lap, I decided I could handle emailing Zoe, drinking a glass of water, 

falling asleep on the couch…and, depending on my luck, maybe dying. 

I trudged into the kitchen with Jack close behind me. The water burned like whiskey at first 

but transformed into liquid heaven after the fifth sip. I had to remind myself not to drink too 

quickly. 

I set my refilled glass on the counter before dragging a giant bag of dog food from the 

pantry. Too weak to pick it up, I tore it open and let the contents spill onto the linoleum. Jack 

wagged his whole body in excitement at the mountain of food. 



“There you go, Sweet Boy—just in case I don’t make it,” I told him, scratching his neck. 

My throat clenched, but I was too exhausted for tears. 

Jack wagged and whimpered, unable to decide on the appropriate response. 

Sitting back on the couch, I stared at the wall and sipped water as I waited for my computer 

to boot up. I begged my mind to stay empty.  

  

  

Date: December 9, 8:30 PM 

From: Danielle O’Connor 

To: Zoe Cartwright 

Subject: (no subject) 

  

Cam’s gone. 

  

He stopped breathing. He just stopped being. I mean, one minute I left him sleeping in 

our bedroom, and the next minute he was just...gone. 

 

He’s dead, and I loved him. He’s lying in our bed—dead—and I still love him. But 

shouldn’t I not want to face a world without him? Shouldn’t I want to die? I don’t know how I 

feel right now. I feel nothing. 

  

I’m sorry...I haven’t read any emails or answered any calls for days. I haven’t even 

spoken with Grams. I’ve just been…passed out. I’m really tired, so I’m going to lie down on the 

couch and hope I wake up. I miss you. I miss you so much that it makes me feel...something. 

Love you, Zo. 

  

Dani 
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Zoe 
  

  

On any given night, the idea of getting into bed with my perfectly worn flannel sheets 

would’ve been welcomed. I would wrap myself in blankets and bake in the divine, sweltering 

heat. But I couldn’t. Though I could feel the monstrous chill closing in around me, nipping at 

my ears, nose, and neck, the covers were suffocating. They were too warm, too tight. I couldn’t 

get comfortable. Only moments after slipping under the covers, I threw them off. 

I’m fine. Everything’s fine, I lied to myself. Just get a glass of water, and go back to sleep. 

It’s just a fever…it’ll be gone tomorrow.  

I struggled to get up. My head throbbed, my body ached, and my sweats felt like sandpaper 

against sunburn—abrasive and raw. I loved my pajamas, yet I couldn’t tear them off fast 

enough. Naked, I welcomed the chill of the night on my unshielded body. 

Suddenly, the cool air felt like shards of glass cutting me. Shit! What the hell’s wrong with 

me? My body was too sensitive. My skin felt like heavy leather being pulled as I moved—stiff 

and unable to mold to the form of my body. I have to do something. 

It was below freezing outside, and I was lying in bed, naked and sweating. I tried not to 

think about Jordan’s death, but I couldn’t help but wonder, Am I dying? 

My mouth started watering, and I attempted to swallow the bile rising up my throat, but it 

wouldn’t stay down. Lurching over the edge of the bed, I reached for the trash can as my 

stomach convulsed. I vomited until I felt hollow. Eventually, even the dry heaves ceased, and I 

wiped my sweaty brow with the back of my hand. Shaking, I stared at everything I’d puked up 

and waited for my breathing to steady. 

I hobbled to the bathroom and locked the disgusting trash can inside. Retrieving a large 

mixing bowl from the kitchen, I settled on the couch and turned on the television. Although its 

luminescence burned my eyes, Bob Ross’s calm, soothing voice talking about “happy little 

trees” and “whatever your heart desires” made me think about painting instead of pain. At least 

for a little while. 

  

  

1 SENT TEXT MESSAGE: 

  

TO: D 

Why aren’t your picking up your phone? Are you OK? Stupid question, I know. I can’t 

believe what happened to Cam. I’m so sorry D. Please just call me. 

December 10, 11:45 AM 

  

  

Dani’s email riddled me with fear. Every hair on my body stood on end as a sense of 

despair took root deep inside me. The panic and alarm I’d hidden away in the crevasses of my 

mind finally escaped their restraints. I couldn’t catch my breath as hysteria wrapped itself 

around my throat like a boa constrictor. She’s not answering. She can’t be dead! What about 

Jason? Dad and Grams?  

I could hear Sarah retching in the bathroom. Of course I’d get sick too. Am I better? I’m 

feeling better, but… 



Remembering that my dad was alone and that Dani was worse off than I was, I used my 

rising conviction to levy my fear. 

I tossed my phone away in haste, completely forgetting that my ex, Dave, had texted me to 

make sure I was okay. I’d also forgotten that I had missed his call and that I was scheduled to 

work a gallery opening. 

Frantically, I shuffled through my room, snatching anything and everything lying around. 

My body still ached, but I ignored it. I put no thought into what I grabbed, filling my bag on 

autopilot. 

I have to stay in control, I told myself as I took a deep breath. Dad needs me. Dani needs 

me. 

I tried to change my flight home for Christmas, but I couldn’t get through to the airline. I 

would’ve settled for driving across the country, but I didn’t have a car. Dammit! Then I 

remembered…the bus station. I just needed to get there and buy a ticket. Then I could get to 

them. Hopefully it’ll be soon enough… 

  

  

Date: December 10, 11:35 PM 

From: Zoe Cartwright 

To: Danielle O’Connor 

Subject: Freaking Out 

  

Where are you, D? Why haven’t you contacted me? You’d better be alive! I’m trying to 

hold it together, but I can’t do that if you’re MIA.  

 

I went to the bus station to buy a ticket home. It’s shut down. To make it worse, the 

airline’s phones have been busy since yesterday. Things are pretty bad here. Everything’s 

closed, including Earl’s and the gallery. I haven’t been able to get a hold of you or anyone else. 

The only people I’ve seen around Salem aren’t particularly in the best frame of mind—most are 

skittish, talking to themselves or smelling like they haven’t showered in a week. I even saw a 

blonde chick from the clinic…she was filthy and wandering aimlessly around downtown like 

she didn’t know where she was. It’s really bad. 

  

I’m beginning to feel trapped here in the middle of this frozen, crazed wasteland. 

Everything’s falling apart, and there’s nothing I can do about it. 

 

I’ve called you at least 7 times. I’m so worried about you, Dani. Please call or write 

when you can. 

  

I love you, 

Zoe 

  

  

Folded into the overstuffed chair in my living room, I stared absentmindedly out the 

picture window, mesmerized by the white flurries floating to the ground. My phone slid from 

my grasp, and my eyes followed it as it landed among the magazines and laundry strewn on the 

carpet. Jordan was always the tidy one.   



I shivered. Wearing only boxers and one of my dad’s old t-shirts, I felt like my toes were ice 

cubes. I held a mug of cold tea and stroked the old, worn fabric of my shirt, wishing it still 

smelled like my dad. 

It had been a week since I’d heard from him, and Jason hadn’t called me back either. Dani’s 

last email had crumpled any hope I’d had left that things would get better. I’m losing everyone. 

“You’re cold.” Sarah’s voice was timid and quiet behind me. 

“I’m always cold,” I muttered. I often berated myself for making the stupid decision to 

move to the East Coast, forcing myself to endure the freezing winters. And now I’m far away 

from everyone I care about… 

Sarah cleared her throat. 

Momentarily removing myself from oblivion, I looked at her. She held out a burgundy 

fleece blanket, and I wondered how pathetic I must appear. Too exhausted to be stubborn, I 

accepted her offering and managed a weak smile. “Thanks, Sarah.” I set the blanket haphazardly 

on my lap, refocusing my gaze on the darkened world outside. 

Before I could slip back into the empty, paralyzing void, I felt Sarah’s delicate hands on my 

lap, repositioning the blanket to cover me. The warmth of the thick fleece soothed me, and my 

eyes began to sting as the salty tears I’d been fighting finally emerged. Lacking the energy to 

hold them in, I let them fall. My chin trembled, and my chest was burdened with swells of 

loneliness as my doubts began to consume me. 

Wiping my cheeks, I looked at Sarah again. Her curls were wild and unbrushed, and her 

clothes were dirty. She had dark circles under her eyes, and her lips were chapped—a pet peeve 

that I would’ve done something about in another life. I’d forgotten she was sick too. And she’s 

taking care of me. 

“You don’t have to do that.” My voice was unintentionally distant and cold, but I lacked the 

will to do anything about it. 

Sarah stood abruptly. Her features were pinched with worry, and her eyes were red and 

swollen. Nostrils flaring, she tried to compose herself before speaking. “Sorry, I didn’t mean 

to…bother you.”  

She turned to leave, and hot guilt coursed through me. She’s just being nice. Don’t be a 

bitch, I thought. I shook myself, trying to dispel the mental numbness, and grabbed Sarah’s 

hand gently. 

She turned. “Thank you for letting me stay here, Zoe.” Her words were filled with emotion 

and gratitude. “It means so much to me. I don’t want to be alone.” Her cracked voice broke my 

heart. “I know you don’t want me here, but I—”  

Tears were streaming down her face faster than she could wipe them away. She sat down on 

the couch and began sobbing into her hands, her body shaking violently. 

Seeing Sarah’s anguish was too much. I wanted to scream. Rising from my chair, I went to 

sit beside her. I pulled her into my arms and wrapped the blanket around us. She coughed, 

reminding me she was infected, but it didn’t really matter anymore. 

“I’m glad you’re here,” I whispered to her and knew it was true. At least I’m not utterly 

alone. 

  

  

After drifting in and out of sleep for what seemed like hours, Sarah and I were startled 

awake by the shrill ring of my cell phone. I jumped up and rushed to retrieve it from the floor 

even though my joints were stiff from being curled up on the couch. Please don’t hang up! 



Fumbling with the phone, I was finally able to answer it with shaky fingers. “Dad?” I cried 

in a trembling voice. 

“Zoe, I can’t talk long—” 

“Dammit Jason, where the hell’ve you been?!” I shrieked. “Have you heard from Dad? I 

can’t get ahold of him and—” 

“Listen to me, Zoe. You need to get to Colorado. I need you to head to Peterson Air Force 

Base near Colorado Springs; it’s safe there,” he said between uneven breaths. 

“How am I supposed to get to Colorado? I don’t have a car; the bus station’s closed—” 

“Zoe, focus! Find a way to get there and do it as soon as you can.” His words were rushed 

and clipped. 

Jason’s scared.  

“Answer me, Zoe!” he snapped. 

“Yes, I’ll get there. I promise. I’ll find a way.” The garbled sound of movement on the other 

end told me I had only a second before Jason ended our conversation. “Wait! What about Dad 

and Dani?” It was silent. “Jason? Are you there?”  

“Dani’s alive?” His voice was grave. 

“I don’t know. Cam’s dead, and she was really sick the last time I—” 

“Where is she?” he asked. 

“She’s at her apartment in Seattle, but—” 

“I’m headed there now. I’ll check on her and meet you at Peterson. Do you understand?” 

“Yeah. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” My mind was whirling with questions. “Don’t you 

need her addr—” 

“Text it to me. I’ll be in touch. Just pack what you need and go.” 

“Jason, I’m—” 

But there was a click and the line went dead. My brother was gone. 

Adrenaline pumped through my veins, bringing me out of my stupor. 

Still sitting, Sarah stared up at me curiously. “What’s going on? Who’s Jason?” 

“My brother,” I said distractedly. Pack and go, was all I could think.  

I looked around in a frenzy, though it didn’t take long—there weren’t many places to look in 

the tiny, two-bedroom home. Think, Zoe. What do we need? 

“Zoe?” Sarah prompted. 

Running to my room, I tried to explain, “Um, he said there’s a safe place for us to go, but 

it’s in Colorado. We’ve gotta figure out a way to get there.” 

“But how?” Sarah was standing in my doorway, wide-eyed and expecting an explanation. 

“I don’t know. We could steal a car.” I dumped the contents of my already packed bag onto 

the bed. 

Sarah wrapped the blanket more tightly around her. “Do you know how to do that?” 

“I have no idea, but I’ll figure something out. Who knows, maybe we’ll find one with keys.” 

Socks, iPod, phone charger, underwear, towel…I searched through my room, hoping I 

wouldn’t forget anything important. In my haste, I didn’t think about the house or what I was 

leaving behind. All I could think about was getting to Jason in Colorado. 

Before Sarah could question me any further, someone started pounding on the front door. 

Startled, we looked at each other. I brought my index finger to my lips and cautioned Sarah to 

stay quiet before I tiptoed to the living room. Upon hearing a dog whining on the front porch, I 

moved slowly toward the peephole and peered out. 

“What the—” 



  

  

1 SENT TEXT MESSAGE: 

  

To: D 

Jason called. He’s coming for you. Hang on, D! 

December 11, 2:30 AM 
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Dani 
  

  

I can’t breathe, I thought frantically. I was being constricted, pressed into something 

warm and hard and sort of lumpy. And I wasn’t lying down anymore. And I thought I might die 

if I didn’t get a drink of water. 

“Go make yourselves busy,” a woman ordered. I didn’t recognize her voice. “Now!” 

The footsteps I heard sounded like a somber stampede. The front door opened, and after 

several long seconds, shut quietly. 

I still couldn’t breathe. At my pathetic whimper, the squeezing instantly relented. Suddenly, 

I was lying back down on the cushy couch, staring up into a man’s angular, tear-streaked face. 

With its chiseled features and eyes like brilliant blue topaz, he could have been an ancient, 

grief-stricken warrior. 

Jason. 

I’m dead, I admitted. Jason never cries. He probably doesn’t know how to cry. 

His eyes widened, showing more whites than usual, before he scooped me back up and 

crushed me against his camouflage parka. I sat limply in his arms as he held me like I was a 

little girl freshly awake from a nightmare. 

“Jason,” I grunted. “I…can’t…breathe.” 

“Sorry.” He loosened his hold just enough to keep me from suffocating and murmured, “I 

thought…Dani…You didn’t look alive…” 

With the newfound ability to breathe, I imagined sitting there forever. I was nestled safely in 

Jason’s arms and listening to him whisper softly while I remembered what it was like to be 

alive. I’m not dead. 

Briefly, I tried to recall how I’d come to be on the couch, feeling like a decrepit corpse. The 

memories seemed trapped, guarded by a fragile sheet of ice. I prodded the mental block gently 

and recoiled at the turmoil that immediately burst to life in my chest. Thankfully, the pain faded 

as I shoved the memories back under the thin barrier. 

After a few minutes, Jason regained his composure. He picked me up and carried me into 

the bathroom with my dog trailing close behind. 

“Thanks. I can take it from here,” a blonde woman told him briskly, and I was transferred to 

her deceptively strong arms. “I’m Chris.” She smiled, reassuring me like a mother to a sick 

child, as she set me carefully on the tile floor. “I’m going to help you wash up,” she explained, 

already peeling off my soiled pajamas. “You’ll feel like a new woman when I’m done with 

you.” 

The ruined clothes were promptly tossed into the wastebasket beside the toilet, and with 

equal efficiency, I was deposited into the steaming bathwater. Only after I was clean did I 

acknowledge the acrid stench coming from the wadded-up pajamas in the little garbage can. My 

pajamas. Oh…that’s disgusting… 

Embarrassment washed over me. Jason had held me in those foul clothes. Not only had he 

smelled everything my body had expelled during the two days I’d spent passed out on the 

couch, but he probably had it all over him. 

Sometimes, the smallest, least important thing could light the fuse leading to the mounds of 

emotional dynamite piled in my head. With mortification as the spark, waves of despair and 

horror exploded in my chest. Cam! He’s dead… 



Sitting in the bath, I began to cry. Chris let me work through it, holding my hand as I poured 

out gallons of grief. She seemed to be pulling the gut-wrenching feelings out of me, cleansing 

my heart and mind just as she was cleansing my body. It felt like I cried for an eternity. 

Eventually, sporting fresh pajamas and damp hair, I was again settled in the living room, but 

this time on an unfamiliar couch.  

“This isn’t my couch,” I said to no one in particular. I watched Jack as he stared forlornly at 

the clean kitchen floor. Someone had swept up the mountain of kibble and locked it away. 

“Yes, well, yours was…unsuitable. We swapped it with one from an apartment down the 

hall. It’s not like they’ll be needing it anymore,” Chris explained, setting a glass of orange juice 

and a generous plate of breakfasty goodness on the coffee table in front of me. 

I stared at the food but didn’t touch it, even though my stomach grumbled in need. Cam 

usually made me breakfast. “What d’you mean? Why won’t they need it?” 

Chris halted her efforts to arrange a fuzzy blanket around my legs and looked at me with 

sharp, sky-blue eyes. Her expression melted into sympathy before she spoke. “Because they’re 

dead, hon. Most people are. I thought you knew.” 

“I…,” I tried to speak, but my throat caught after the first sound. I shook my head. 

Satisfied that I was covered and warm, Chris moved to the other side of the coffee table to 

sit in a large recliner—another item from the furniture shopping spree in my neighbor’s 

apartment. 

“It was that damn Virus…we all had it…weeks ago,” Chris said, gesturing around the room 

even though it was empty of anyone but us. “Several days back, everyone in the world seemed 

to be infected. Now pretty much everyone’s dead. The rest are like you and me—Survivors. But 

as far as we can tell, we’re in the extreme minority.” 

“I don’t understand,” I said, confusion creasing my brow. “This is impossible.” 

“Not impossible. Just improbable…and really, really awful.” She pointed to the plate of 

eggs and potatoes on the coffee table. “Eat up, hon. You’ve got to get your strength back before 

we leave.” 

Obediently, I moved the plate to my lap and asked, “Who’s ‘we,’ and where are ‘we’ 

going?” I took a tentative bite of scrambled eggs and wondered if it was the best thing I’d ever 

eaten. Suddenly terrified of being left behind, I added, “Am I part of ‘we’? And what about 

Cam?” 

Chris opened her mouth to answer just as Jason stepped out from Callie’s room and into the 

hallway leading to the living room. He gestured to the bedroom, “Why don’t you get some rest 

in there, Johnson? It’s been a long day.” It wasn’t a question. 

Chris hesitated, shooting an anxious glance in my direction. 

“Don’t worry about Dani,” he reassured her, “I’ll take care of her.” A slight smile 

accompanied the warmth in his voice. 

Chris stood and stalked across the living room, pausing when she reached the beautiful, 

imposing man. She was surprisingly menacing for such a motherly woman. 

I busied myself with eating but still paid close attention. 

“Don’t try any of your usual shit with her,” Chris hissed. “She’s been through hell. I know 

you’re incapable of resisting a pretty girl, especially a vulnerable one, but I swear…” 

“What? You think you can take me?” he asked frostily. 

She glared at him for a long moment before stomping to the bedroom and slamming the 

door. 



Quietly, I finished the food. I attacked the glass of orange juice next, alternating between 

sipping through the neon green straw and staring at the floating flecks of pulp. Jason took 

Chris’s seat, and I focused twice as hard on the juice. 

“Dani?” His voice was thick with concern. 

With the straw still between my lips, I responded, “Hmmm?” My heart froze when I glanced 

up, and the straw fell from my mouth. 

Every inch of Jason exuded wary remorse like he’d done something horrible and was afraid 

to tell me. Or was about to. 

“You’re not taking me with you, are you? You’re just gonna leave me here,” I accused with 

surprising steel. 

“What? Don’t be ridiculous. Of course I’m taking you with me.” 

I released a relieved breath. “Oh…well I just thought…I guess I don’t really know what I 

thought…” He’s taking me with him! I won’t be left alone! “Thanks, Jason.” 

“Yeah, of course,” he said. “But the thing is, you need to know…” He hesitated, searching 

my eyes across the three-foot distance between us. “You need to get some rest. You look 

exhausted.” 

I was confused, knowing he’d been about to say something entirely different. Regardless, I 

said, “I need to talk to Zoe.” 

“The phones went down a little bit ago.” 

“I’ll email her,” I countered. 

“After you’ve rested.” He sounded like he was used to being obeyed. 

“I’ll do it now.” 

“No. Later.” 

Impatiently, I set my empty glass on the table and tossed my arms up in exasperation. “Are 

you serious? Why are you being such a…” 

His eyes narrowed. “Such a…what?” 

“Nothing.” I hastily changed tactics. “Please, Jason. I’ll sleep so much better if I can just let 

her know that I’m alive.” 

“She knows you’re alive. I told her…before the phones crapped out.” 

Closing my eyes, I took a deep, calming breath. “I am exhausted. But…I’ll rest better if I 

tell her I’m okay. I can’t explain it…I just need to do this. It’ll only take a few minutes, I 

promise, and then I’ll behave like a nice, cooperative little patient.” 

“Fine,” he said and broke our magnetic stare. “You have ten minutes. Then you’re resting, 

even if I have to hold you down.” 

I smiled at him, reveling in my victory. I wasn’t going to let Jason order me around like one 

of his soldiers. 

“Thanks, Jason. And, um, thanks for coming here. I probably wouldn’t have made it if…you 

know.” Examining his appearance, I noted the clean fatigues and missing coat. Hesitantly, I 

added, “And I’m sorry about getting you all dirty earlier.” I looked away, embarrassment 

coloring everything above my shoulders. 

Jason reached across the table and placed his hand under my chin, turning my face toward 

him. He held my eyes and murmured, “It doesn’t matter.” 

  

  

Date: December 11, 9:30 PM 

From: Danielle O’Connor 



To: Zoe Cartwright 

Subject: To My Savior 

  

I’m alive. Cam isn’t. Jason’s here. You probably saved my life by sending him to me. 

I’m feeling better, but I need to rest for about a year. I’ll fill you in later. I can’t even express 

how much of a difference it makes to have your brother here. Thanks, Zo. 

  

  

Date: December 13, 6:00AM 

From: Danielle O’Connor 

To: Zoe Cartwright 

Subject: Your brother’s really bossy 

  

Zo, 

  

I’m still alive. Sorry it’s taken me a few days to write. I slept for the past day and a half, 

literally. I just woke up an hour ago and had to barter with Jason over access to my computer. 

My computer!  

  

Anyway, your brother brought 12 other people with him from his base, but I’ve only met 

Chris so far. I guess the base was on lockdown when they left, so they had to grab some 

vehicles and go. They managed to take two Humvees. 

  

Jason said we’re leaving tomorrow morning. We’ll be heading down the coast to Bodega 

Bay to check on your dad and Grams (and some other people). But, because we’ll be stopping 

along the way to check on those other people, it’ll take us a little while to get to BB. I’m not 

sure what the trip will be like. Is there gas? Do we use money? How many people are dead? 

How many are alive? Is it dangerous? I haven’t had a chance to ask Jason or Chris any of this; 

either I’ve been asleep or they’ve been busy. 

  

After BB, we’re heading toward that base in Colorado. There are a few more stops we 

have to make along the way, so I don’t know how long it’ll take to get there either. But, I know 

I will see you there, Zo. I’ll send you a message with more details before we leave, assuming the 

internet still works. Our phones are useless, both landlines and cells, so don’t even bother trying 

to reach us that way. We can’t even Skype…the servers must be down or something. 

                                 

So, I’m not doing so hot with the Cam thing. The dreams…crap, Zo. Every time I fall 

asleep, Cam is there. And he’s always some grotesque version of dead. I’m getting to the point 

where I don’t even want to close my eyes. I miss you like crazy and wish I could sob in your 

arms every time I wake from the nightmares. Soon. 

  

Be safe, 

Dani 



6 

Zoe 
  

  

We spoke in hushed tones as we packed food for our trip. Sarah was asleep in the 

adjacent room, and we didn’t want to wake her. Dave’s arrival had brought a sense of relief to 

the house. I hadn’t seen him for nearly six months—since our break up—but his presence was 

unexpectedly reassuring.  

From my conversation with Jason a couple days earlier, I knew we needed to head west if I 

ever wanted to see my brother or Dani again. Knowing they were still alive was enough to re-

establish the hope I’d felt so despondent without. Dave was with me, and we had a plan. 

Everything seemed to be working out—except Sarah was still sick, and I tried not to think about 

what would happen if she got any worse. 

Searching through the cupboards, I thought about the strangeness of it all. It’s like I can feel 

her pain and fear all of a sudden. 

“Zoe?” I started and looked at Dave. My eyes refocused as I took in Dave’s concerned 

expression; it was easy enough to read with his loose curls hiding beneath his backward cap. His 

hand brushed my shoulder gently, and I instantly felt a rush of unease. 

“Did you hear me?” he asked. 

My mind was a muddled mix of emotions—I didn’t understand what I was suddenly feeling 

or why. Dave’s eyes were tired and shadowed, and I felt overwhelmed under his touch.  

He smiled and brushed a strand of hair from my face. “I asked if you wanted me to pack the 

stash of chocolate I found in the pantry. I’m assuming so, unless you’re no longer a chocolate 

fiend and I didn’t get the memo.” He flashed a cocky, lopsided grin. 

“Oh,” I breathed raggedly, “yeah, of course. Thanks.” The moment he removed his hand 

from my skin, I felt lighter. 

Bewildered, I exhaled and continued packing. I focused on the good news—Dani was alive 

and with Jason, and Dave was driving Sarah and me to the base in Colorado. I’d see my best 

friend and brother in a few days…and hopefully my dad, too. 

“Zoe?” I jumped when Dave’s hand touched the small of my back. Why is he touching me 

so much? I wanted to scream. His fingers lingered on the thin cotton of my t-shirt, and a sudden 

sense of apprehension nagged the back of my mind. Uncertainty washed over me, though I had 

no idea where it had come from. 

“Did you hear anything I said?” 

I stared at him, unsure of the feelings fluttering around inside me. 

“Zoe?” Dave’s brow was furrowed; his confident air dissipating. 

“S-sorry,” I stammered, glancing down at my shaking hands. Am I getting sick again? 

Dave squeezed my shoulder tightly. “What’s wrong?” Fear and anxiety pulsed through me, 

dizzying and disorienting. 

Sammy, Dave’s chocolate Lab, licked my hand, the contact shaking me from my confusion. 

I petted him absentmindedly as I tried to wade through the intense feelings.  

No. I refuse to be sick. “I’m just tired. What were you saying?” 

“Are you sure you’re feeling okay?” 

“I’m fine. Like I said, just tired.” Annoyed at his persistence, I stepped away and eyed him 

warily. “How about you? Are you feeling okay?” 



He rubbed his face and sighed in exhaustion. “Yeah, I’m feeling better. I was pretty sick 

there for a while.” 

I watched his lethargic movements as he pulled cans of chili from the cupboard. “You 

should get some rest, Dave. I can finish packing up.” 

He looked over at me and smirked. “Are you sure?” 

“Only if you don’t snore,” I amended playfully.  

Dave wandered over to the couch, and I wondered if I’d ever seen him without Sammy, who 

was prancing after him. He heaved his body down and took a deep breath. “This feels so good,” 

he sighed. 

Laughing, I took the blanket from the back of the couch and spread it over him. Although 

his forwardness often rubbed me the wrong way, I had missed his quirky charm. My hand 

grazed his arm, and I felt an unexpected wave of desire swell inside me. I froze. 

Dave caught my hand and peered up through his dark, blinking lashes. “Want to join me? 

I’ll make room…” His husky voice and coaxing gaze warned me of his intentions. 

Smiling, I pulled my hand out of his grasp and finished tucking the blanket around him. 

“Maybe in a bit.” Definitely not a good idea. 

  

  

Date: December 13, 11:25 AM 

From: Zoe Cartwright 

To: Danielle O’Connor 

Subject: Headed for Colorado 

  

Hey D, 

  

I’m so glad you’re alive and that Jason’s with you. Thank God you’re okay.  

  

Dave’s here—he showed up a few days ago with his dog, Sammy. I feel better having 

him here because things are starting to get crazy around Salem…like really scary. We’ve heard 

two gunshots in the last 24 hours, and last night we watched a group of looters running through 

the street and lighting things on fire. Obviously there are survivors, but most of them are just 

crazy. Other than Dave’s Louisville Slugger and my Maglite, we have no weapons, so I’m ready 

to get the hell out of here. I’m wishing Jason would’ve taught me a thing or two so I’d have 

some idea how to defend myself, but when all else fails, go for the groin, right? Let’s hope no 

one gets close enough to have to worry about that.  

  

Dave heard a radio broadcast about a colony in Colorado. They have food and supplies 

and are encouraging survivors to head that way. I wonder if it’s the same place we’re going? 

Anyway, Peterson is a few days’ worth of driving away, so we’ll have to stop once or twice to 

rest along the way, but we’ll be there as soon as we can. 

  

Will you make sure Jason keeps me posted on Dad when you get home? I want to know 

what you find, no matter how bad it is. Miss you! 

  

Hasta la vista, 

Zoe 
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Dani 
  

  

I gripped the doorknob and, not knowing what to expect inside the bedroom, felt my 

palm slicken with sweat. Questions circled in my mind like crazed vultures. Will it smell like 

Cam? Will it smell like death? Will it smell like rotting meat? Has he been decomposing over 

the past five days, melting into our bed? What will he look like? 

Turning my wrist, I let the door creak open. I instantly focused on the bed—the empty bed. I 

stood in the doorway for a few minutes, staring dumbly as my mind reconciled the placid, blank 

scene with the horrors I’d imagined. Where is he? 

“Get it together, Dani,” I mumbled. I was in the damn room for two reasons: to pack and to 

say goodbye. Cam might not have been there to do the latter, but I could still gather some things 

together. 

I forced myself into motion, gliding around the room to collect certain indispensable 

belongings: clothes, cell phone, journal, small photo album. I tossed the priceless items on the 

exposed mattress, and when I added Zoe’s recent birthday present—a beautifully sketched 

depiction of a man in a chef’s coat kissing the hand of a seated, curly-haired woman—I nearly 

collapsed into tears. She had perfectly captured the first time Cam and I had met. The only thing 

preventing a torrential emotional flood was the violent anger simmering in my blood. Where the 

hell is Cam? 

Obviously Jason had moved Cam’s body, and he’d done it without telling me…without 

letting me say goodbye. Fury boiled within me as I snatched a duffel bag out of the closet. 

Dammit, Jason! I shoved everything into the bag, clothes and mementos alike, and hastily 

zipped it shut. You had no right! 

With a grunt, I dragged the deformed bag into the hallway, slamming the bedroom door 

behind me. Seething, I stalked around the rest of the two-bedroom apartment in search of Jason. 

There weren’t many places to look. I’d barely seen him since the day he arrived, so I wasn’t 

surprised to find him absent. 

Jack whined and scratched at the front door, capturing my attention. Where’s Jason? Next 

door? 

In a flash, I passed through the doorway, sprinted down the hall, and burst into the nearest 

neighboring apartment. Four men, each decked in tan and gray-green camouflage fatigues, rose 

from their seats at an oblong table and pointed guns in my direction. 

I barely noticed and hardly cared. “Jason,” I hissed. “Where’s Jason?” Jack augmented the 

question with a menacing growl. 

All but one gun was lowered; the remaining aimed at Jack by a youthful, brown-haired man. 

“Should’ve killed the mangy fuck when he went after Cece,” he proclaimed, clicking the safety 

back in place. 

The only one of the men I’d previously met, Ky, nodded toward the bedrooms down the 

hallway, and one of the others bellowed, “JASON!” 

Seconds later, the farthest bedroom door banged open, expelling an irritated, shirtless Jason. 

He pulled a gray t-shirt over his head, and sounding completely annoyed, said, “I thought I told 



you dumbshits to leave us…ah…alone.” His voice softened when he noticed me. “Dani? What’s 

wrong?” 

Behind him, a small, voluptuous woman emerged from the same doorway. A smirk danced 

across her exotic face as she sauntered toward me, her dark, disheveled hair swaying with each 

step. 

“You must be Dani. I’m Cecilia, but everyone calls me Cece.” Her warm tone competed 

with the icy chill in her eyes. “Jason and I were just—” 

“A pleasure,” I interrupted and brushed past her. Had I been a cat, my tail would’ve been 

lashing. 

As I neared Jason, he stiffly stood in place, his expression blank. 

Stopping within arm’s reach, I asked—my words thick with venom—“Where’s Cam?” 

Jason answered without hesitation. “We moved his body out. While you were getting 

cleaned up.” He watched me cautiously, like I was an injured animal. But I wasn’t hurt; I was 

pissed. 

My mind snapped back to our conversation three days earlier, to my confusion at his abrupt 

change of subject. This is what he was going to tell me—that he’d disposed of Cam’s body 

without my permission… 

“You should’ve asked. You should’ve told me,” I said through gritted teeth and swung my 

arm without thinking. 

Jason’s eyes closed as my hand smacked against his clenched jaw. When they reopened, his 

eyes glowed with fierce determination. “You shouldn’t have to remember him like that. If we’d 

left him in there for three more days…” 

He’s right, dammit! I thought, recalling the horrifying images I’d imagined. But I was still 

furious. He should’ve asked! I tried to ignore the small, bitter part of me that knew my rage 

should’ve been directed inward. I should have been with Cam when he died. He asked me to 

stay with him. 

The world around us seemed to fade out of existence as Jason and I stared at each other. His 

aquamarine eyes pulled me in, their fierce intensity refusing to release me. That he had the 

audacity to stand before me with those stunning eyes—set in that achingly handsome face—

only fueled my anger. My pulse sped, breath coming faster, and I knew we were building to 

something unforgivable. 

I breathed in and opened my mouth. “You—” 

“Dani?” Chris asked, penetrating the haze of my fury. Her arm wrapped protectively around 

my narrow shoulders. “Let’s get you some breakfast before we leave, hmm?” She turned me 

away from Jason, breaking our eye contact along with the building tension, and guided me back 

toward the front door. 

With each step, my anger dissipated and reason returned. As Chris walked me through the 

apartment’s entrance, I looked back at Jason, my chin trembling and eyes pleading for 

forgiveness. 

He closed his eyes and bowed his head. 

The door swung shut. 

  

  

Date: December 14, 8:30 AM 

From: Danielle O’Connor 

To: Zoe Cartwright 



Subject: The Plan 

  

Zo, 

  

I’m just about to leave my apartment, possibly forever. I wonder if leaving this place 

will help heal the gaping wound in my heart. Or will I forget bits and pieces of Cam, little by 

little, until I only have the barest memory? I just hope something changes. This feeling is 

unbearable. 

  

We’re not actually setting out on our grand (note the sarcasm) journey into the changed 

(shitty) world yet. We still have to gather a ton of supplies. The group has cleaned out a bunch 

of the packaged and canned foods from the apartments in my building, but there are other things 

we’ll need.  

  

There’s another big problem—all of the gas stations are out of fuel. One team spent the 

entire day yesterday in a “borrowed” car checking gas stations all over Seattle. They were all 

dry. It’s like people hung on long enough to use up all the fuel before they keeled over. Dicks. 

We have some fuel cans which we’re filling with gas siphoned from nearby cars, but we can 

only carry so much. Is the fuel situation the same over there? 

  

In a moment of sheer genius I convinced Jason it would be worth it to stock up on 

camping supplies. I mean, if we get stranded in the middle of nowhere, that stuff will be super 

useful. So, we’re spending the morning at that huge REI in downtown Seattle—the one you 

dragged me to last summer. That’s where we’re going when we leave in...crap...five minutes. 

  

I’m so freaking glad that Dave is with you and that you’re leaving Salem; I don’t like the 

sound of all the crazy people in your neighborhood. Maybe you guys should get some guns or 

something? Maybe not...might be more dangerous with them? Dunno...your call. 

  

Please, please, please update me as often as you can. I’ll do the same. Okay, I have to 

go...your brother is staring at me. Oh, and he says…hey. 

  

Ciao, 

Dani 

  

  

Unsurprisingly, REI’s doors had been locked. Surprisingly, none of the glass panes had 

been broken. I figured Survivors were either moaning in their beds or still in the “let’s steal 

from grocery stores and shopping malls” stage of the Apocalypse. Recreational equipment must 

not have registered as a high priority. People are idiots, I thought caustically, but then I smiled. 

One woman’s forsaken water filter is another’s salvation! 

“Everyone needs to pair up,” Jason directed from the slightly raised platform in the 

entryway. When nobody moved he barked, “Now!” 

Chris sidled up to me, and I watched Cece prowl across the polished cement. Her eyes were 

locked on Jason. He didn’t notice her approach, focused as he was on making sure everyone 



found a partner. When I felt his attention linger on me, I ignored him, instead studying the 

small, tanned beauty. 

Reaching Jason, Cece beckoned, and he leaned down to let her whisper in his ear. His lips 

parted at her words, and his eyes narrowed with what looked like anticipation. I figured she 

must have suggested something particularly scandalous. 

When his eyes slid to mine, catching me staring, I hastily scanned the rest of the store, 

pretending to assess its offerings. From the heat in my cheeks, I knew I had blushed bright red. 

After confirming that everyone had paired off, Jason continued, “Alright, here’s the plan. 

Each of you needs to collect everything you’d need if you were on your own. Except for Dani, 

you’ve all had survival training—if you don’t know what you need, you’re a fucking idiot. 

Reconvene here in one hour, and do not leave your partner alone.” As an afterthought he added, 

“Keep your weapons ready. We don’t know who else might be here.” 

As he finished, my mind replayed his whispered exchange with the skank. What did she say 

to him? Let’s do it in a fitting room? Or the bathroom? Or maybe behind the checkout counter? 

Jason obviously hasn’t changed, I thought bitterly.  

The disgusting possibilities swirled through my head as Chris and I found large hiking 

packs, sleeping bags, and tents. The thoughts receded as we filled our new packs with miniscule 

stoves and gas cans, water filters, matches, lighters, handheld GPS equipment, knives, and 

whatever else Chris deemed necessary for survival. When we couldn’t squeeze anything else 

into the bags’ bulging pockets, we dropped them off in the entryway.  

Grabbing a couple of large, waterproof sacks, we headed to the clothing and shoe section. 

Now this is more like it! 

We’d stuffed both huge bags to the brim and were heading back to the entrance when a 

nearby rack of key chains fell over. 

Laughing, Chris teased, “Wow…walk much?” We watched, waiting for one of our 

companions to pop up looking amused or embarrassed. But nothing happened. 

Chris drew her handgun from her thigh holster and slipped me a black-bladed combat knife. 

I raised my eyebrows in a silent question. What the hell am I supposed to do with this? 

Ignoring my expression, Chris held her index finger up to her lips and motioned for me to 

follow. A rustle and jingle led us to the man tangled in the fallen merchandise. He was small 

and stinky, wearing a forest-green t-shirt with the store’s logo. 

“Don’t hurt me. I’m not here. Don’t hurt me. I’m not here,” he repeated over and over. I half 

expected him to start scuttling around, hissing about his Precious. 

“Are you okay?” I asked, slipping in front of Chris to crouch down near the terrified man. I 

was careful to keep the wicked-looking knife hidden behind my back, worried it would scare 

him further. He was so pathetic, yanking every compassionate string in my body. 

He stopped talking. 

Encouraged, I reassured him, “We won’t hurt you.” But when I reached out to help untangle 

his ankle, he flinched. 

He scooted himself and the clanking rack back, and resumed his earlier mantra. “Don’t hurt 

me. I’m not here. Don’t hurt me. I’m not here…” 

Chris hoisted me up by my arm and pulled me away from the clearly unstable man. “We 

can’t do anything for him,” she told me gently. 

“But—” 

“No, hon, I’m sorry. Something’s broken in him that can’t be fixed.” 



Ashamed at how quickly I agreed, I followed her back to the store’s entrance, dragging my 

sack of clothes and shoes behind me. 

  

  

Date: December 14, 9:00 PM 

From: Danielle O’Connor 

To: Zoe Cartwright 

Subject: Longview, WA 

  

Zo, 

  

So, I can’t remember if I told you this already, but we’re stopping several places along 

the way to BB. I don’t know why we can’t just drop people off and continue on home. This is 

ridiculous. I need to get down there to check on Grams and your dad. Oh, don’t worry; I’ve 

argued plenty with Jason about this. I didn’t win. 

  

For everyone in the group, we’re devoting one full day to searching their chosen stop for 

survivors. Jason told me this was non-negotiable. He can be such an ass. 

  

Anyway, we’re currently in Longview, WA, which is only a few hours south of Seattle. 

We’ve traveled really far, huh? Yeah, I totally just rolled my eyes. We’re here for Joey, BTW. 

He’s one of those people who would make a perfect thief or assassin because he is just so 

unremarkable. Anyway, he’s hoping to find I-don’t-know-who here. We’re spending all of 

tomorrow searching. 

  

Our chosen Longview “home” is a gigantic riverfront house that looks more suited to a 

stormy ocean bluff in New England than a West Coast river. Internet and power are a few of its 

prized offerings. Also, the house is large enough that only a few people (there are 14 of us) have 

to share rooms, like me and Chris. The master bedroom, however, remains unoccupied. A 

couple of the guys found the house’s previous occupants in their king-sized bed, bloated and 

oozing. I guess it was pretty gross (like spontaneous vomit gross). If I hadn’t been sleeping in a 

building full of dead people for the past week, I’d be bothered by the idea of sharing a roof with 

the deceased Mr. and Mrs. Whoever. But I’m not. I’m just tired. 

  

Surprisingly, we haven’t seen that many living people. I guess Chris was right when she 

told me pretty much everyone was dead. But, I suppose the other survivors could be hiding. You 

know what’s weird? I think I’ve been so lost in my grief over Cam that I haven’t really paid 

attention to the fact that the world pretty much ended. It’s like an unending nightmare. I keep 

waiting to wake up. 

  

Alright, Zo, I promised Chris she could use my comp before bed. Let me know where 

you are as soon as you can. I worry about you all the time. So does Jason, even if he won’t say it 

out loud. 

  

Ciao, 

Dani 
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Zoe 
  

  

The air hummed with apprehension. From inside the truck, Sarah and I watched Dave’s 

third attempt to refuel. I crossed my fingers. Please work. 

Nothing seemed to be happening. 

The seconds felt like minutes until, finally, Dave knocked on the driver’s side window and 

gave us a thumbs up. Relieved, I smiled. 

Opening the door, I felt the brisk air sting my face. I pulled my hood up over my ears and 

zipped my jacket as far as it would go. Looking around apprehensively, I made my way toward 

the convenience store in hopes of finding a bathroom. The vacant world around me was eerily 

silent. All I could hear was the creaking of a giant wooden billboard being assaulted by the 

wind.  

How long has it been since anyone was here? Through the dark windows I saw a bathroom 

sign that looked promising, but I couldn’t bring myself to enter. I wonder if it’s safe… 

As I stood outside of the store, I noticed a newspaper box still filled with papers. I leaned 

closer. The headline read, BILLIONS DEAD, and the paper was dated December 9, right before 

everything had started to shut down. 

I inserted a quarter and snatched out a paper. Scanning its contents, my mouth grew dry and 

my body stiffened. 

  

…the H1N1/12 pandemic…   

…looting and riotous outbreaks everywhere… 

…end of civilization as we know it… 

…survivors losing their minds… 

…governments can’t control… 

…the Apocalypse… 

  

The newspaper slipped from between my fingers. Frozen in place, I was suffocated by the 

reality of our situation. 

This isn’t going away. 

The fucking world ended. 

Thinking of the strange feelings I’d been experiencing, I once again questioned my own 

sanity. My thoughts were too loud to silence. My heart thudded, and I couldn’t swallow the 

lump in my throat. Looking out into the abandoned world around me, I realized how alone we 

really were. 

I bent down to reclaim the paper and turned on my heel to head back toward the truck, 

completely awestruck as the words I’d read replayed in my mind. Each was a reminder that the 

only world I’d ever known had ended.  

Dave and Sarah watched me closely as I quietly climbed back into the truck. “You okay?” 

Sarah asked. 



Without saying a word, I reached back and let the newspaper fall from my grasp and into 

her lap. The paper crinkled in her hands as she picked it up, and she gasped. As she read the 

article aloud to Dave, I stared out the window and tried to tune her out. Snow was falling again. 

“We better get back on the road,” I interrupted.  

Dave eyed me and cleared his throat before starting the truck. The engine rumbled in the 

winter wasteland, and an uneasiness settled in my stomach as the gas station’s orange and blue 

76 sign disappeared in the side mirror. How long before we find another working gas station? I 

closed my eyes, willing the troublesome thought away. 

I settled myself in the front seat and glanced at Sammy and Sarah who were curled up in the 

back. I was comforted by the thought that I wasn’t the only person left in the crazy world.  

Unexpectedly, Dave’s soft hand settled over mine, encasing it in a protective shell. “Are you 

sure you’re okay?” 

A rush of affection filled my senses, and my skin grew warm. I managed a smile and 

focused my eyes on the snow-covered buildings that zipped by the window, trying to ignore the 

unwelcome sensations. “I’m just glad I’m not alone,” I said. “Why do you ask?” 

“You always bite the inside of your cheek when you’re worried.” He flashed me a conceited 

smile. “You forget how well I know you.” 

My relationship with Dave was complicated. I was glad he was there; I’d missed being 

around him since our breakup. His smile calmed my nerves, and when we talked it was with an 

ease I’d never felt with any other man. Dave was comfortable. But the way he’d been looking at 

me was problematic; he seemed to forget that we were better as friends than lovers. 

Dave’s fingers tightened around mine, and a jumble of images—people and places—flashed 

through my mind. Before I could discern exactly what I was seeing, Dave slammed on the 

brakes, and the truck skidded to a halt. 

Pulse hammering, I frantically glanced around, following his line of sight. Something 

ghosted toward us, unhurried, through the lace curtain of snow beyond the window. 

“It’s a person!” Sarah’s hand flew to her mouth. 

I could barely make out the hunched-over form. With each step the outline grew closer. “It’s 

a woman,” I whispered. 

The lady was gesturing emphatically and seemed to be mumbling to herself. Her hair was 

ratty and greasy, and she looked like she hadn’t bathed in weeks. 

“What the hell?” Dave muttered. He hesitated before moving to take off his seatbelt. 

“Are you crazy?” I snapped, whipping my head in his direction. I reached out to him, 

clutching the sleeve of his green down jacket. 

We looked back to the woman. “She’s unwell,” I observed. “We can’t risk it.” 

I immediately sensed relief flooding the truck’s cab. The sound of the automatic door locks 

latching echoed in our sudden silence. 

“We can’t just leave her out there,” Sarah said, a shrill panic ringing in her voice. 

“We don’t have a choice,” I retorted, my tone too harsh. I looked back at Sarah, whose 

wide, brown eyes hid behind her hanging curls. “Do you want to jeopardize our lives for hers? 

She’s obviously crazy. What if she tried to hurt us?” I asked, surprised at how well I had 

mimicked my brother’s impatient tone. Sarah still looked desperate to help the woman. 

I softened my voice, trying to ease her worry. “Look at her, Sarah.” We peered back out at 

the woman as she shuffled through the mounds of snow heaped along the side of the road. Her 

body was frail, and her face was gaunt. She wore no jacket or shoes, seemingly unfazed by the 

freezing weather. 



“It’s so sad,” Sarah said, resolved to the woman’s fate. 

We remained quiet as the stranger disappeared from view. In only a moment, fresh snow 

blanketed the ground, covering any trace of her ever having been there. 

  

  

Date: December 14, 11:25 PM 

From: Zoe Cartwright 

To: Danielle O’Connor 

Subject: Attention K-Mart Shoppers 

  

Hey D, 

  

It’s strange trying to describe to you what’s going on right now. If you would’ve told me 

yesterday I’d be sleeping in a giant K-Mart, I would’ve laughed and said something like “why 

couldn’t it be a Target?” But, alas...here we are. 

  

We perused the store for a bit before calling it a night. We stocked up on things we 

needed—art supplies and warm clothes for me in particular. Drawing is the only thing that’s 

sort of keeping me sane. Also, we took two solar generators from the Home Depot next 

door…those should come in handy if the power starts failing, and I grabbed a shitload of 

batteries and candles too. You never know, right? We got tons of other supplies, but I won’t 

bore you with the details.  

  

It hasn’t been all fun and shopping today though. We had some issues finding fuel, 

resulting in our behind scheduleness (yes, I made up a word). We hope to make it to Dave’s 

family’s place in Ohio by tomorrow night, but the gas situation worries me.  

  

On top of that, I’ve been feeling strange around Dave lately. I’m not sure why or what to 

do about it either. It’s like sometimes I can feel random, unwanted emotions when I’m around 

him. It’s making me feel schizophrenic, but I’m sure it’s nothing. I’m probably just tired, right? 

  

Speaking of tired, I should get some rest. I want to make sure we leave first thing in the 

morning. Night night, D. 

  

Hasta la vista, 

Zoe 
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Dani 
  

  

Date: December 15, 8:00 AM 

From: Danielle O’Connor 

To: Zoe Cartwright 

Subject: Argh… 

  

Zo, 

  

Wow. So I was one of the few people to think of bringing a laptop. Unbelievable. We’ve 

developed a rotation…just to be fair, you know? Whatever. It just means I have to make this 

short… 

  

I’m perma-partners with Jason on days we’re searching for surviving family and friends. 

That’s a new development as of this morning. It’ll be interesting. Oh...and that was a great idea 

about the solar generators. I’m going to tell Jason we need to snag some too. 

  

That’s pretty weird about the feelings you’re having. Maybe you’re just realizing that 

you looove Dave, and it’s unexpected. What do you think? I’m sure you’re not schizo…but I’ll 

love you even if you are! 

  

D 

  

  

Please, please, PLEASE let Zo make it to Colorado safely. And PLEASE don’t let her be 

crazy! I squeezed my eyes shut as I begged every possible universal power to watch over my 

best friend. I can’t do this without her. I was on the verge of tears. 

“Ready to go?” Jason asked from the doorway. 

Startled, I leapt from my perch on the edge of the bed only to slip on the hardwood floor and 

nearly fall on my butt. I glared at the intruder who leaned casually against the doorframe. “Crap, 

Jason!” I snapped, turning to shove my feet into fur-lined winter boots. “Can’t you make a noise 

or something?” 

Hustling around the room to gather my coat and gloves, I wondered how long he’d been 

watching me. Did he see my chin tremble? 

“Ready,” I said and heard Jack jump down from the bed and trot to my side. 

After a moment of hesitation, Jason nodded and straightened from his relaxed pose. He led 

the way out of the house and paused in the expansive driveway, letting the gentle drizzle of rain 

dampen us. Gesturing to a silver sedan, he said, “Hop in.” 

“I thought we were walking…but I guess this makes more sense. Is it theirs?” I asked with a 

nod toward the house. 

A sarcastic laugh escaped from his throat. “Does it matter?” 



Does anything? I wondered and shrugged. 

On the short drive to downtown Longview, I took the opportunity to examine Jason from the 

passenger seat. He was different, harder and more closed off than the man I remembered. I’d 

been surprised when he announced that I would be his partner on search days, especially 

because I had the distinct impression that he was avoiding me. 

“You know,” I said lightly, trying to break the ice, “since you found me, this is the first time 

I’ve seen you out of your clothes.” Realizing what I’d just said, I blushed and stammered, “I 

mean, your Army clothes…obviously you’re not naked…I mean…” I groaned inwardly, 

reminding myself that I was no longer the teenage girl with a heartbreaking crush on her best 

friend’s older brother. That version of me was long gone. 

Jason’s throaty chuckle was like lighter fluid on my burning cheeks. With a minimal half-

smile and a barely-there dimple, he said, “It’s a little cold for that. And wet.” He parked the car 

in front of a long series of storefronts and stared ahead. “But then again, there’s really only one 

good reason to strip down in a car, and that would more than make up for the cold. Don’t you 

think, Red?” After assigning me a new nickname, he exited the car. 

Stunned, I gaped at the now empty driver’s seat. Very vivid, very inappropriate images 

flashed through my mind. I was sure my whole body was blushing. 

Suddenly, my mind screamed, What about Cam? 

It took me a few moments to calm myself. When I finally exited the car, I tried my best to 

dismiss the meaningless flirtation. Jason flirted like other men breathed, easily and without 

thought. It meant nothing. 

We spent the next seven hours searching the old brick apartment buildings and stores in the 

once-adorable downtown area for signs of life. We found few living people—all too insane or 

afraid to communicate. That, combined with the plethora of dead bodies, made for an unsettling 

day. With the clinging scent of rotting flesh following me, I wondered if I’d ever be able to 

enjoy meat again. 

“Can we check that place for dog stuff?” I asked, pointing to a little pet shop in an 

antiquated two-story building across the street. 

Jason shrugged. His ever-watchful gaze looked everywhere at once as we crossed the empty 

street side-by-side. 

Once in the store, I followed our recently established routine and kept watch near the 

shattered glass doorway while Jason searched the building for potential dangers. He had just 

stepped through the only other doorway in the shop—a squeaky swinging door that led to the 

store’s back area—when four men rounded the block outside. They weren’t as dirty as the few 

other living people we’d seen, but they looked a hell of a lot meaner. 

I ducked into the shadows and whispered desperately toward the back door, “Jason.” 

Nothing. 

I tried again, a little louder, “Jason!” 

Still nothing. 

The scruffy survivors stalked in a direct path toward my hideout, and I stifled a curse. 

“C’mon Jack,” I said softly, but my dog was nowhere in sight.  

Just as I turned to rush toward the back of the store in search of Jason, Jack backed through 

the swinging door—he was dragging a very annoyed Jason. 

“What the hell, Dani? Can’t you keep him under control?” 

Jack’s chest rumbled, his mouth still full of Jason’s sleeve. 

I stepped toward them and tried to explain, “Jason, there’s—” 



“Well, well, well…what do we have here?” a gravelly voice interrupted from behind me. A 

chorus of deep, taunting laughs enhanced its menacing effect. 

I froze mid-step, terrified. Based on the sound of the man’s voice, I estimated I was halfway 

between the strangers and Jason. I stared into Jason’s furious eyes, feeling like a horde of 

monsters would seize me from behind if I even dared to breathe. 

“Come here, Dani.” Jason’s voice was calm and soothing—completely incompatible with 

his aimed pistol and threatening stance. At first, I thought his weapon was pointed at me, but I 

quickly realized it was fixed on the man behind me. 

Did I just hear a footstep? Is he moving closer? 

“Come on, Dani. Just come here.” Strain marbled Jason’s calm tone, nearly fracturing it. 

They must be closer. Crap! But fear seemed to have cemented my feet to the speckled 

linoleum floor. 

Jack padded to me and, snarling ferociously at the intruders, leaned against the back of my 

frozen legs; I had to either step or fall. After the first stride, there was no stopping me until I 

was safely stowed behind both Jason and Jack. 

“There’s no need for that, son. We just want to have a little fun with the girl.” Irritation 

clouded the menace in the stranger’s voice, making him sound, of all things, a little whiny. His 

cronies shuffled and puffed up, looking like they were spoiling for a brawl. 

Reaching around Jason into his unzipped coat, I pulled a handgun from his shoulder holster. 

I couldn’t help but notice the extreme tension in his body; each muscle was coiled like a viper 

preparing to strike. He was ready to take them all on…but there were four of them and only one 

Jason. 

I stepped up beside Jason and raised the gun, though we both knew it would prove useless if 

the confrontation actually erupted into physical violence. I didn’t even know how to turn the 

safety off. Hell, I didn’t know where to find the safety. 

But our aggressors didn’t know that. 

Ominously, Jason warned, “Get the hell out of here. If I see you again, you’re dead.” As a 

chilly afterthought he added, “If you’d touched her, you’d already be dead. Leave. Now.” 

They did. 

I didn’t lower the gun until the men were long gone. I just…couldn’t. Jason had to pry it 

from my shaking hands. 

I was still standing in the same spot, my arms hanging stiffly, when he spoke. “That was 

smart thinking, Red. I don’t think they’d have walked away like that if you hadn’t pulled the hot 

little badass card.” 

Did he just call me hot? It worked as well as a slap, pulling me out of my frozen mind. 

Hints of concern tightened Jason’s eyes as he hunched down to my eye level. “You okay?” 

Listening to Jack sniff the nearby items in the store, I nodded and whispered, “No.” 

Jason laughed. “Good answer. So how about that dog stuff? Find what you need. I’ll keep 

watch.” 

I nodded again and wandered off in the direction of Jack’s sniffing and tail-thumping. I 

found him with his head stuck in a bucket half-full of two-foot-long, stretched and dried bull 

penises. That’s my dog, I thought. 

  

  

Date: December 15, 7:20 PM 

From: Danielle O’Connor 



To: Zoe Cartwright 

Subject: An interesting day… 

  

Zo, 

  

Today wasn’t quite what I thought it would be. We found lots of dead people in their 

homes, mostly in beds and bathrooms. They were also in some of the shops and in a bunch of 

the abandoned cars. And they definitely didn’t all die from the flu. I saw some that were 

obvious suicides. Holy crap, can I just say that dead people are GROSS. It sounds stupid and, I 

don’t know, flippant…but they are! It’s hard to think that they were alive like us a few weeks 

ago. It’s frightening to think about what the world might be like in another week. Or a month. 

Or a year. 

  

And the living, they’re almost worse than the dead. Every person we found was crazy or 

violent. Or both. Jason and I started calling them “Crazies”. Seemed fitting.  

  

So, I need to vent about something. You know how I’m search partners with Jason? 

Well, there’s this one Air Force chick (everyone else is Army Special Forces, aka…badass), 

who was super pissed when Jason announced the search partners. Something’s going on 

between them. It’s not surprising—she (Cece) looks like a perfect, curvy little Inca princess. 

Well, she would if she didn’t have “I’m a perma-bitch” stamped on her face all the time. 

Whatever. The point is, I’m now on her shit list. Awesome. 

  

Want to hear something scary? Jason has decided I need to learn how to use a gun. This 

has DISASTER written all over it. He’s waiting for me right now. I’ll let you know how it goes 

when I write to you tomorrow. 

  

Ciao, 

Dani 
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Zoe 
  

  

The graveyard of motionless, snow-capped cars made driving along the highway eerie. 

Where were they going? Home? The hospital? Did they know they were dying? The air was 

heavy with silence. We all knew many of the vehicles scattered along the road weren’t 

abandoned—they were tombs for their unfortunate inhabitants. 

“We’re almost there. It’s only another twenty miles or so, I think.” Dave smiled back at us 

through the rearview mirror, patting his chocolate lab on the head with his spare hand. I 

watched him playfully tug on the dog’s ears; Sammy’s tail thumped excitedly. 

Thinking of my own situation, I grew apprehensive. The sporadic, unwanted emotions I’d 

been feeling around him had intensified, becoming incessant and overwhelming. I’d been trying 

to keep my distance. 

Why Dave? I wasn’t sure why his presence seemed to affect me so much, but the foreign 

feelings seemed to fit his mood far better than my own. 

Are these his feelings? The thought was absurd. 

Does he know he’s doing this? I wished I could ask him without sounding completely crazy.  

“Zoe, are you okay? You seem…fidgety.” Sarah was looking at me with narrowed, very 

watchful eyes. She seemed to do that often, and I couldn’t help but wonder what she was 

thinking. 

“Sure, I just wish we were there already. I’m starting to feel claustrophobic,” I said 

nonchalantly as I reached for the map in the seat pocket in front of her.  

Shrugging, Sarah started to open her book but sneezed all over my arm in the process. 

Irritated, I looked at her. “Really, Sarah?” 

“I’m sorry.” She sniffled and wiped my sleeve with hers. 

Grossed out and annoyed, I pulled away from her, but she grabbed my wrist anyway. “I 

hardly think—” But before I could finish my sentence, I felt a surge of embarrassment warm my 

body, bringing a flush to my cheeks. 

“Nice one, Sarah,” she chided herself, but I barely heard her; I was lost in my own thoughts. 

It’s not just Dave. I suddenly felt nauseated. It’s me. 

  

  

Date: December 16, 3:30 PM 

From: Zoe Cartwright 

To: Danielle O’Connor 

Subject: Here at last! 

  

Hey D, 

  

It sounds like there’s a lot happening over there. I’m sorry you’ve had to see all those 

disgusting, horrible things. I hope being with Jason makes you feel safe enough to get some rest. 

You’ve been through a lot this past week. I’ve been pretty lucky so far, in terms of disgusting, 



horrible things. There’s so much snow on the ground that it’s hard to see much of anything. As 

much as I hate this weather, I’m grateful I’ve been spared seeing what’s underneath.  

  

So that Air Force chick you mentioned sounds like a real gem. I guess personality isn’t 

much of a priority for Jason. Surprise. I know it’s probably hard, but try to ignore the bitchiness. 

It means nothing, I’m sure. 

  

We finally arrived at Dave’s cabin today, thankfully. It’s actually quite homey. It 

reminds me of summer camp back in the day. It’s nothing fancy, just an old summer fishing 

spot his family used when they wanted to get out of the city. It’s too stormy outside to see much 

other than the bare, frozen trees and the snow blanketing the ground. But inside the cabin is 

cozy.  

 

Hopefully we’ll be able to rest and recuperate before heading out again. I’m assuming 

we’ll leave tomorrow, but we haven’t really talked about it yet. I’m not looking forward to the 

drive to Sarah’s house. I think the close quarters worsen those feelings I’ve been experiencing. I 

felt them again today, but with Sarah this time. I have no idea what’s going on. I’m wondering 

if I should say something to Sarah and Dave or if I should keep it to myself. I wouldn’t even 

know where to start. What a mess.  

  

With the exception of the former occupants, it sounds like you’re staying in a fancy 

vacation home...I’m a little jealous. It’s snowing here...everywhere...still. It’s always snowing, 

and you know I hate being cold. It doesn’t help my mood much. I could really use some Dani 

time right about now…maybe a few mixed drinks on the beach too :) Why is time suddenly 

going by so slowly? I’ll let you know when we take off or when we even have a plan. Be safe! 

  

Hasta, 

Zoe 

  

  

Standing in the cabin’s cramped bathroom, I looked in the mirror as I brushed my teeth 

and studied the heavily shadowed eyes that stared back at me. I look like…shit. 

“Zoe!” Sarah screamed from the living room, and fear swept over me. 

Spitting the contents of my mouth into the sink, I threw open the bathroom door. My heart 

pounded against my chest. “What is it!?” I rushed to her. 

“Dave’s out th—” but before Sarah could finish, I heard Dave’s cries for help.  

I grabbed the shotgun leaning against the wall and flung the front door open. I could barely 

hear Dave shouting through the angry howl of the wind. Running out into the frigid night, I 

headed in his direction. 

“Lock the door!” I yelled back to Sarah. My voice was muffled by the blizzard. The cold hit 

me like razor blades, cutting through my clothes and into my skin with every move. “Dave! 

Where are you?” I squinted to see through the dense snowfall. 

“Sammy!” Dave’s voice broke through the violent storm. 

My muscles fatigued and my lungs burned as I struggled through the powdery snow, trying 

not to let it slow me down. I heard Dave’s voice right before stumbling upon him. I was 



shocked to see the form of a large animal pacing nearby. Unsure what to do, I shot the gun into 

the darkness. Its recoil knocked me back, and I lost my balance. 

Squinting, I refocused my eyes just in time to see the creature running away and Dave 

crawling toward Sammy’s unmoving body. 

“Dave!” I ran to his side as he tried to move. He was wounded; blood darkened the snow-

covered ground beneath his body, and his legs dragged limply behind him. 

“Sammy!” Dave was crying and struggling to get to his dog. Helping him up was 

impossible. He hit my hands away, fighting against my efforts. 

“Dave, you have to get inside,” I shouted. My body was achy and numb. 

“Sammy!” he cried as he continued to fight against me. 

I snapped. I slapped him across the face, desperate for him to focus, and yelled with all the 

lung power my freezing body could afford. “Dammit, Dave! I’ve got to get you inside. I’ll come 

back for Sammy!” 

He looked at me in horror. 

“I need you to help me. Try to stand up!” I could barely feel my legs as I pulled his body 

toward mine. 

He stared back with wide eyes. I could feel his anguish coursing through me. 

“I’ll come back for him, I promise.” 

  

  

Date: December 17, 4:00 AM 

From: Zoe Cartwright 

To: Danielle O’Connor 

Subject: (No Subject) 

  

D, 

  

There’s so much to tell you, but I don’t have much time. Dave and Sammy were 

attacked by a mountain lion last night. Sammy saved Dave’s life but didn’t survive himself. 

Dave’s got gashes all over his legs, and he’s lost a lot of blood. I’m taking care of him the best I 

can, but he won’t let me do much. He’s drinking enough Jose Cuervo that I don’t think he needs 

any pain meds at this point; though he may never stop bleeding. 

   

I wish you were here. You’d know what to say to him and what to do. 

  

Zoe 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

 
Today is the kind of spring day that used to make me feel like anything was possible. That it 

would all work out in the end. I used to love days like this. Of course, that was before I started 

avoiding spring altogether. 

It isn’t easy to avoid an entire season, especially one this glorious. But for the past three 

years I’ve managed it. I close the blinds, stay out of the sunshine and keep to myself, so as not 

to dredge up memories of that first terrible spring. 

But this year feels different. I can’t help but enjoy the breeze that promises summer is 

coming. It’s the kind of day that puts a spring in your step, where you believe hope does spring 

eternal. 

I dreamt about Adrian last night. But it wasn’t the usual dream, the one that wakes me up in 

tears with that empty feeling in the pit of my stomach. We were sitting on the porch steps of my 

parents’ cabin. Our legs were stretched out, feet resting on the ground. I was wiggling my toes. 

There was nothing else. Sure, the bees buzzed among the flowers and the trees whispered in the 

wind, but that was it. There was just quiet. And peace, the kind of peace that didn’t seem to 

follow Adrian as much as it was a product of him. When I woke up that feeling stayed with me, 

and I started thinking that maybe it could be mine again. 

My friend Penny’s dark ponytail swings as we pass the brownstones and apartment 

buildings of our Brooklyn neighborhood on our way to work. I haven’t told her about this 

feeling, even though I tell her almost everything. I’m like a squirrel with a nut, wanting to hide 

it away for safekeeping, to turn it over and over and examine it. 

Penny glances at my feet. “You wore your new shoes.” 

I nod. It’s still too cool, but I wore the delicate straw sandals anyway. I thought they might 

make me feel feminine and strong. That maybe they would help me to embrace and welcome 

spring again. Relying on shoes to do all that is pretty dumb, but I need all the help I can get. 

Penny raises her face to the sun and sighs with pleasure. She moved here from Puerto Rico 

when she was ten, after her father died. Even after all these years she still takes winter as a 

personal affront. 

“My mom was called in last night, something to do with the LX virus,” Penny says, and 

pushes her vintage glasses back up where they belong. “She says there are a lot of cases in New 

York now.” 

Bornavirus LX has spread across the world in the past few days. So far it’s only been found 

in the Midwest and West. I haven’t been paying much attention because in the spring I never do. 

“Did she say how many?” 

“No. But she’s pretty certain the quarantine of St. Louis means it’s going to get bad.” 

“They quarantined St. Louis?” I’m shocked that it’s come to that. 

“Yeah, late last night. Chicago, too. And air traffic is suspended from the West.” We stop at 

the front door of the Sunset Park Community Center, where we both work. “How do you not 

know all this? You’re usually the one telling me these things.” 

“I’ve been distracted. I didn’t listen to the news this morning.” 

I want to tell her more, but I’m not sure what there is to tell. It’s just a mental shift or 

something, and if it comes to nothing I don’t want to advertise the fact that I’ve failed. Penny 

glances around and twists her lips. 



“James kissed me last night,” she says to the concrete. 

“James what?” I yell. She shushes me and I lower my voice. “We just walked all the way to 

work and you tell me now? At—” I look at the time on my phone, “crap. There’s a meeting. I 

have to go.” 

Penny smiles. She did this on purpose so I wouldn’t bother her about it the whole way to 

work. 

“I knew it!” I say, and narrow my eyes even though I’m grinning. “We’re twenty-eight years 

old and you still won’t tell me when you like someone! Nelly and I have been waiting for this. 

You’re gonna tell me later, you know.” 

“Gotta go,” she sings out, as I head upstairs. 

  



CHAPTER 2 

 

 
I’m at my desk, considering beating my uncooperative computer with my stapler, when I 

hear a voice. 

“Psst, Cassie.” Nelly’s head appears over our shared cubicle wall. “Drinks later.” 

I open my mouth, about to refuse, but he shakes his head and flashes me his white-toothed 

smile. “Don’t even say no,” he drawls, before he sinks down. 

I sigh and slip on my sandals to go argue my case. I’m sure this is one time Nelly will be 

glad I’m backing out of plans. I sit down opposite Nelly’s desk and swing my foot. 

“New shoes?” he asks. 

The magical properties I imbued them with this morning have not materialized. So far the 

only thing they’ve done is create a suspicious pre-blister itch in several places. My toes are 

freezing. I notice my toenail polish is chipped, as usual. 

“You like?” 

“Yeah, yeah, they’re great. Have I ever given a rat’s ass about shoes?” He runs a hand 

through his messy blond hair and tries to look despondent but fails. “No, you’ve come to tell me 

you aren’t drinking with me.” 

Nelly’s tall, broad and exceedingly healthy. It’s obvious he grew up in a place where they 

ate beef and drank whole milk and were out in the fresh air and sunshine. Without the ever-

present smile, his face can look stony. He perfected it playing high school football in Texas, 

where a good game face is essential, especially when you’re gay. 

I sigh. “Believe me, I’d rather go out. But I’m going to try to break up with Peter tonight.” 

He whoops, Texas-style. Now that I’ve told Nelly I can’t chicken out of the breakup at the 

last minute without getting tons of grief. I already regret it. 

“You are not going to try, you wuss!” He bangs a pen on his desk and points it at me. 

“You’re going to do it this time. But, first, we’ll have a drink for fortification.” 

I laugh because of course he’s going to get his way. 

His blue eyes are serious. “You’d better make a clean break. Or I’ll do it for you. I swear I 

will this time.” 

I give in. I’m going to need that drink. I could use it right now, actually. “Okay.” 

He looks doubtful. 

“I will. I promise.” I lay my head on his desk and moan. “I hate this. Why do I have to break 

it off?” 

He pats my head. “Because, darlin’, you date the wrong people.” 

I stick my tongue out at him just as James, our part-time IT guy, pokes his head into the 

cubicle. There’s a flush of excitement on his angular cheeks. 

“Guys, come see,” he says. “The virus is in New York.” 

We follow him down the hall to the conference room. I refrain from asking him about Penny 

because she would kill me, although I’m dying to. 

Our coworkers are perched on chairs and the long table, eyes trained on the newscaster. 

“Bornavirus LX has been found in all five boroughs since yesterday. The virus first 

appeared in Long Xuyen, Vietnam last week, and has since spread throughout the world. As of 

last night, cities in the middle and western U.S., including Denver, Chicago and St. Louis, are 

quarantined, and state governors have instituted mandatory curfews. The fast-moving virus 



causes brain damage, which triggers the infected to aggressively attack and spread the disease 

through their bodily fluids. 

“Authorities state that the virus is under control. People with a high fever and joint pain 

should be seen immediately by a doctor or emergency room. Please do not try to care for your 

sick loved one yourself. The CDC and Health Department are not releasing estimates of the 

number infected so far. We will be following up with more information as it becomes 

available.” 

James cocks an eyebrow at me, lets out a harrumph and heads to his work space. His hands 

fly over his computer keyboard. I don’t ask what he’s up to because I know he’ll find me when 

he’s done. 

Nelly and I amble back down the hall. Usually, I would comb the internet for news about the 

virus, but it’s gone in one ear and almost out the other by the time we reach our desks. My 

thoughts are consumed with the tactic I’ll use to break up with Peter. There’s the let’s-be-

friends and the it’s-not-you-it’s-me and there’s the fact that I’m an idiot for dating Peter in the 

first place and then dragging it out this long. 

“Hey,” I say to Nelly, “how about this: ‘Peter, I’m an idiot. And I can’t be with you 

anymore because I’m an idiot?’ ” 

“You suck at this.” He puts his arm around my shoulders to stop my shivering. I don’t 

handle this kind of anticipation very well. “I’ll coach you over drinks. By the time you get to 

Peter you’ll only have to recite your lines. Okay?” 

I give a somber nod. “Nelly, why can’t I just marry you?” 

“Darlin’, we both know who you should marry, and that door is probably still open.” 

He’s talking about Adrian. We were engaged until I ruined it. 

“That ship has sailed, Nelly.” I can’t say Adrian’s name out loud because I’ll start crying, I 

know I will. “It’s been two years.” 

“He’s in the northeast, Cass. I could find out where. If you wanted me to.” 

My face is hot. I haven’t done many things I’m ashamed of, things where I’ve been hurtful, 

but what I did to Adrian is the biggie. 

Nelly’s bringing it up today of all days must be a sign. What if I said, Sure, go ahead and 

find him? I can’t imagine that Adrian would be happy to hear from me. But that feeling from my 

dream still lingers, and I want it for real. I want it so badly that maybe I’m finally willing to take 

the chance and find out. I open my mouth, trying to find the words, right as my phone rings. 

Nelly raises his eyebrows like he’ll be waiting for an answer and leaves. I pick up the phone. 

“Hey, Cassandra,” Peter yells over loud rumblings. 

“Where the heck are you? It sounds like you’re standing on a runway or something.” 

“I am. We’re at the private airport here in D.C. waiting for our jet to New York. It’s been 

delayed. They’re saying we have ‘low priority.’ There are ten senators and their families ahead 

of us.” 

“Philip Morris must be giving out vacations if you vote yes on a pro-youth smoking bill,” I 

joke. 

“Yeah.” He doesn’t even chuckle. Sometimes Peter is lacking in the humor department. 

“Anyway, I don’t know about tonight. I’ll be in late, but maybe I’ll come to your apartment so I 

can see you first thing in the morning. I miss you.” 

“Sure. Good. Just let yourself in whenever,” I squeak, painfully aware that I don’t miss him 

back. “I’ll see you in the morning.” 

“See you then.” The phone clicks off. 



I can see him standing at the airport. He’ll slip his phone into his designer-name-I’ve-never-

heard-of coat pocket and rake a hand through his dark hair. Then he’ll stride off to find the most 

important-looking person at the airport and convince them his flight has priority over Air Force 

One. 

My stomach stops roiling now that I get to put off the breakup. When I get home tonight I’ll 

pretend I’m really tired or drunk or something. I know I’m being spineless, but I don’t like to 

hurt people’s feelings, even if I don’t like them very much. Or, in Peter’s case, when they 

pretend they don’t have any. But, mainly, I’m chicken. 

I’ve spent the past year convincing myself that Peter isn’t as superficial as he seems, but 

now I’m not so sure. Honestly, at first I kind of liked how easy it was to date him. He didn’t 

push me to talk about my feelings. He couldn’t compare me to the person I’d been two years 

before. When I met him I was coming out of a two-year fog. But as the fog has cleared and I’ve 

become more like the old me, he’s never given me more than a glimpse of something real. 

In true passive-aggressive fashion I’ve been waiting for him to break it off. I’ve gotten more 

and more distant and even blatantly annoyed with him. This approach obviously hasn’t worked. 

I need to imagine the after, not the part where I do it. I just need to do it fast. 

Nelly’s voice floats over the wall. “You’ve got to rip him off you like a band-aid.” 

“How do you read my mind, Nelly? It’s so freaking creepy!” 

“Sounds like you got a reprieve. More time to drink. Practice, I mean.” 

James enters holding an unlit cigarette and his iPad. He reminds me of a praying mantis: all 

long, skinny legs and arms. He spends all his time folded over a computer or tablet, smoking 

madly. I imagine him making the moves on Penny and smile. 

“Hey,” I say. 

He plops down and hands me his iPad, which is open to a blog page. “Look at this, Cass. It’s 

about Bornavirus LX. It’s more serious than they say.” 

My family’s dinner table was a place where Roswell and Peak Oil and the New World 

Order were debated with enthusiasm. I’ve found a kindred spirit in James. He loves that kind of 

stuff. 

I read aloud. “As the LX virus has spread it appears to have mutated. The last reports 

received suggest it may be only a matter of hours from infection to the final stage.” 

“In the final stage the person goes crazy,” James says. He tucks his light brown, jaw-length 

hair behind his ear. “Then they attack, which is how a lot of people are getting infected. It’s in 

the saliva and blood. One site says they’ve been showing the same footage of Chicago for 

twenty-four hours because Chicago’s a wasteland. I know a couple of bloggers out there and 

their sites have been down for the past day.” 

A graph estimates that fifty thousand people in New York City will be infected as of noon 

today. 

“That’s crazy,” I say. “Fifty thousand? There’s no way they could hide that many sick here. 

And they’re still telling us it’s not serious?” 

He fiddles with his cigarette. “I know. They wouldn’t quarantine major cities if it wasn’t 

serious. The hospitals are filling up faster than they can handle.” 

I think of Penny’s mom, Maria, who’s a nurse. She’d know what’s going on. 

“Yeah, well, I definitely wouldn’t put it past the government not to tell us anything until 

we’re fucked.” I sigh. “I have to finish this newsletter. My computer is being a pain.” 

Any mention of a computer problem lights a fire under James. He nudges me out of the way 

and pokes around on my computer. 



He shakes his head. “Dude, look at your desktop. Sure you don’t want another shortcut on 

it?” 

I don’t mention that I recently cleared it and thought it was neat. 

I pull up a piece of his hair and peer under it, choosing to ignore his defamation of my 

character. “Are you coming out tonight?” 

“Ah, yes, tonight.” His smile lights up his face. “The priming for the great break-up.” 

“Nelly, you have a gigantic mouth.” I know he’s listening. “No, I got out of that. Tonight is 

just good, old-fashioned fun.” 

Nelly’s voice comes over the wall. “And coming up with Cassie’s breakup tactic, James. 

Maybe you can help. Cass’s gotten herself mixed up with the wrong guy, as we all know.” 

“Will ‘You never get off that computer and I can’t stand it’ work? That’s the one that I 

know best,” James asks with a grin. 

“How about ‘You care more about that Hot Pocket than me!’ ” Nelly calls. 

James laughs as he finishes whatever magic he’s worked on my computer. “Girls are more 

trouble than they’re worth. I’d like a Hot Pocket, though. It’s been years.” 

“Penny’s coming tonight,” I say innocently. He ducks under his hair. “And you, Nelson,” I 

point my finger at the cubicle wall, “are not one to talk about wrong guys. How many 

boyfriends have you had since I’ve known you?” 

There’s no reply. I smile in triumph. James is already engrossed in his iPad. 

“Wow, I have to see this,” he mutters, and wanders out.  



CHAPTER 3 

 

 
A little while later I whisper over the wall Nelly and I share. “I have gossip you don’t know. 

Ha ha.” 

“Get your ass over here right now,” he commands. 

“No. I’m busy.” 

“You are no such thing. You barely even work. You just design newsletters and organize 

artsy crap for the community.” 

I smile. “Well, all you do is act all charming and get people to give us money. And—” 

“And that’s how you get paid. So get your ass over here or I’ll purposely pull in less this 

year so you lose your job.” 

I laugh and head into his cubicle, where he sits with a smug smile. “So, James and Penny 

kissed last night.” 

He rubs his hands with glee and I grin back. “When a bunch of us went out last week they 

talked all night,” he says. “I thought I saw a spark. I forgot all about it because we’d given up on 

them ever getting together.” 

“Well, we’ve got our work cut out for us there. James says he doesn’t want a girlfriend, 

but—” 

“But what?” asks James, who leans against the cubicle entry and smirks. 

“But there are certain people I don’t think you’d kiss if you weren’t interested in them, like 

girlfriend-interested,” I say, and tug on the sleeve of his t-shirt. James doesn’t exactly dress up 

for work. 

“That sentence made almost no sense,” he says, in an attempt to deflect the accusation, but 

his face is scarlet. 

I bounce up and down like a three year-old but don’t want to scare him off, so I change the 

subject. “Hey, any more news on Bornavirus?” 

Nelly gives an exaggerated shake of his head. “Y’all and your conspiracy theories.  Now 

what, this is a government plot to overthrow society as we know it and implement a new world 

order?” 

James rolls his eyes. “Dude, no. It may be some sort of disease or weapon gone awry. But, 

whatever it is, it’s everywhere in the world. They’re saying to get to a hospital if you’re sick, 

but they won’t say if they can actually cure it. And no one can find anyone who was sick and 

got better. Some cities in China are already under martial law. They’re shooting people on 

sight.” 

“Really?” I ask. 

“They’re always shooting people on sight in China, my friends,” Nelly says. “Oppressive 

government, remember?” 

Nelly is the foil to our belief that someone, somewhere, is up to something that they’re 

covering up. James and I would have packed up for the apocalypse ten times by now, had Nelly 

not brought us back down to reality. 

“True,” James admits. “But here’s footage of a city in Germany, taken hours ago.” 

James hands us his iPad. Soldiers hold back bystanders while they fire on a group of 

advancing figures. They drop to the ground as the onlookers scream, but it’s shadowy and hard 

to see, so Nelly is unimpressed. 



“Let’s see what they’re saying on the news,” Nelly suggests with a sigh. He steers us to the 

conference room. “The only way I’m going to get any work done today is if I can stop you two 

before Cassie has us living in her bunker until this blows over.” 

“Hey,” I say, “don’t make fun of my bunker!” 

“You have a bunker?” James asks. “How do I not know you have a bunker?” 

“It’s just my parents’ house upstate. It’s still full of food and stuff. Like a year’s worth.” 

James whistles. He knows that my parents were weekend homesteaders and had lots of food, 

but I guess I never mentioned all the stuff is still there. 

I miss the log cabin after my dream last night. It’s secluded; my parents always half-kidded 

that it would be the perfect place to ride out the apocalypse. It was a place where I would read 

for hours in the hammock under the trees, make a salad from the garden five minutes before 

dinner and spend all summer playing with my little brother, Eric, and our closest neighbors. 

It’s also the place where Adrian and I sat and waited for my parents to arrive, one Friday 

night in April three years ago. They never came. They never knew Adrian had proposed the 

night before. They would have been ecstatic. They loved Adrian almost as much as I did. 

 

*** 
Adrian and I had sat in the warmth of the wood stove. He leaned back on the couch and 

leafed through one of my dad’s solar power catalogs. My feet were still freezing from falling 

into a creek on our hike and I plopped them in his lap. 

“Hey, handsome,” I said, and wiggled them for a foot massage. 

His dimple showed. I loved the way it made him look like a little boy, even with the dark 

stubble that was back by evening. 

“I don’t know,” Adrian said, picking up our previous thread about the wedding. “I kind of 

like the whole obeying part of the vows.” 

I rolled my eyes, not even rising to the bait. 

“I already obey you.” He smiled and held up my foot to prove his point. “It’s about time you 

started doing the same. Or at least take it into consideration when I tell you not to leap from one 

rock to the next because it’s slippery. I’m just trying to keep you dry.” 

He was referring to earlier, when I had eschewed his outstretched hand while crossing the 

creek. I could jump to the next rock just fine, I said, right before I slid off it. 

“Do you know Laura Ingalls told Almanzo Wilder she wouldn’t have the word obey in their 

vows? She said she wouldn’t be able to obey anyone against her better judgment.” When I first 

read that as a little girl I’d been so impressed. 

“Your hero. But you misjudged those rocks. And your, um, athletic ability.” 

His mouth curved up. He was one of the only people in the world who found my clumsiness 

endearing. 

“I am the very picture of grace.” I wiggled my feet. “Back to work!” 

He picked up my foot and kissed it before giving a little bow and obeying. 

When headlights finally shone through the front window I jumped up. My parents might 

have been cell phone-hating hippies at heart, but they always called. I was uneasy enough to 

have a mini lecture prepared. 

I stepped out on the porch and was surprised to see Sam, the sheriff. His hands shook as he 

took off his hat. The beam from the motion-activated light left his face in shadow. It’s never 



good news when the sheriff comes to your house and removes his hat. I hadn’t had personal 

experience with it before then, but I was pretty sure of that. I backed into the doorjamb as if I 

could escape what he was going to say. 

“Cassie? Cassie, your mom and dad were in an accident on the other side of town.” 

Sam walked toward me, his hands out in a supplicating gesture. His face was haggard when 

he stepped into the rectangle of light the open door threw on the ground. Like gravity was 

working overtime on his jowls and the corners of his eyes. I gripped the door. Adrian put a hand 

on my shoulder. 

“Are they okay, Sam?” he asked. “Where are they?” 

Sam shook his head and blinked. “I’m so sorry. Cassie, I’m so sorry.” He gripped the hat in 

his hands so tightly that his knuckles were white. “They both died at the scene. It looks like they 

slid on a patch of mud. They hit a tree.” 

“Okay,” I said, and walked back in the house on shaky legs. 

I sat down on the couch. Adrian sat next to me and took my hand. He was crying, I noticed, 

as he tried to hug me. I sat there, wooden, wondering what I was supposed to do or say next. It 

was like I had forgotten how to be human. I couldn’t remember what people did in these 

situations. 

“Okay,” I repeated helplessly. “Sam, what should I do?” 

I wondered if Sam thought I was cold because I wasn’t crying. He and my parents were 

friends. They would talk gardens and hunting while relaxing with a home-brewed beer on the 

porch. 

There was nothing but pity in his eyes, though, when I looked up. He’d been the bearer of 

this kind of news before, and it occurred to me that if I was the only recipient who was numb 

and dry-eyed then maybe he wouldn’t look so sympathetic. Then I wondered why I was 

thinking these ridiculous thoughts instead of feeling anything. 

“You’ll need to come down to the hospital, Cassie. I’m sorry. You can take your time.” 

I got up immediately because I couldn’t think of anything else to do, and walked out the 

door with Adrian’s arm around me. I’ve gone back there once, to scatter my parents’ ashes on 

the land they loved and planned to live out their lives. I haven’t seen it since. 

 

*** 
The news blares in the conference room. 

“…not to panic. They say that there is much false information on the internet and to visit the 

CDC’s website for information concerning Bornavirus LX. There are a suspected few thousand 

cases in New York City right now, the CDC states. 

“If you have a high fever or joint pain or have come in contact with someone you think may 

be infected, please go to the nearest hospital for treatment. Doctors say that antiviral medication 

must be administered immediately for optimal effectiveness.” 

I raise an eyebrow at James. 

“First I’m hearing of it,” he says. 

“Stay tuned to New York One for updates on Bornavirus LX. There will be a live statement 

by the Board of Health in one hour.” 

Nelly turns to us. “See? A few thousand cases, not so bad. We’ll just steer clear of crazy 

people and get some drinks.” 



“Maybe we shouldn’t go out.” I feel a pang of foreboding. “Even if it’s nowhere near as bad 

as those sites are saying, I’m sure it’s worse than ‘authorities’ are saying. Maybe we should 

hang out at my house.” 

“No!” Nelly grimaces. “We are not ruining Friday evening!” 

I punch him. “Thanks. I didn’t realize my house was second only to hell.” 

“You know what I mean. How about we go to Paddy’s, and we can always walk the four 

blocks to your house if we think we should. Which we won’t.” 

“That’s fine with me,” James says. “I don’t imagine it will be so bad that we can’t go out. 

And the only thing that would keep Nel from going out on a Friday night would be a nuclear 

bomb detonation.” 

Nelly nods emphatically. 

“Fine, you win,” I say. “Maybe I’m being a dork.” 

There’s just too much of a disparity between what we’re hearing unofficially and officially. 

The difference between fifty thousand and a few thousand is huge. Someone is wrong, or 

they’re lying. 

  



CHAPTER 4 

 

 
I catch Penny in the upstairs kitchen on her break from the preschool, where she’s lead 

teacher. 

“So, you’re really going to break up with Peter this time?” she asks, her joy at the news 

unmistakable. 

I groan. Nelly must send out emails or texts or something. 

“I’m going to kill Nelly. I would have told you in the next three seconds anyway. I decided 

this morning. At this rate I won’t even have to do it, he’ll hear the news before I see him.” I 

wish. “Yeah, I’m going to, but not tonight. He’s stuck in D.C.” 

Penny squeezes my hand; she knows how much I’m dreading the breakup. “Who else is 

coming for drinks tonight?” she asks, suddenly intent on the refrigerator’s contents. 

“Well, James is coming. I just saw him. He said you’re a great kisser.” 

A blush spreads under her honey-colored skin. “No, you didn’t say anything.” Then she 

freezes and her brown eyes widen. “Did you?” 

“Of course not!” She pretends to throw her water bottle at me and I duck. “I’m just 

bothering you because you didn’t tell me right away. Jerk.” I sit and pat the chair next to me. 

“So? Tell.” 

The pink creeps up her neck again. “Okay, okay. I don’t know. Last night he asked if I 

wanted to hang out and we had coffee and then we kissed. I guess I kind of already liked him a 

little. It’s weird, because we’ve been friends for so long.” 

“He likes you too-oo,” I sing, and rub her shoulder. 

She leans forward eagerly. “Really?” 

“Totally. He blushed when I—” 

Penny shakes her head, and I shut my trap as James walks in and heads to the refrigerator. 

She looks down at my feet and changes the subject. 

“Can you even walk in those gigantic, one-inch heels?” she asks with a laugh, because she 

knows I can’t. 

“It’s been a challenge.” I wiggle my toes. “I think I’m getting blisters. April may be too 

early to be out with sandals on. My feet are icicles.” 

“Nice polish.” I poke her in retaliation. 

James peeks at Penny from under his hair and smiles. “Hey.” 

“Hi,” Penny says. 

“You’re coming tonight?” he asks, as he leans into the fridge. 

“Yeah.” 

He straightens up and pops open a soda. 

“What, no Hot Pocket?” I ask. He laughs. Penny watches us with a look of confusion. 

“I decided to go with the other thing,” he says, and looks from me to Penny. 

They smile shyly at each other. I kick my shoes off and stand up holding them. I think they 

might want to finish this stimulating conversation in private. 

“I’m going to go wait for that news conference,” I say. When I get to the door I look back 

and smile when I see he’s already in my seat. 

 



*** 
A blond reporter stands in front of a hospital. 

“Many hospitals have a backlog of cases. Police are busing the sick to other hospitals 

throughout the city. Nurses and doctors are being asked to come back in for emergency shifts.” 

Penny takes out her phone and furrows her brow. Her mom might be on her way back into 

the thick of things. 

“The New York City Health Department’s statement is about to begin.” 

A man with a bit of gray hair and a sizeable belly stands at a microphone. He looks tired. He 

rubs his hand on his chin and begins. 

“I’m Michael D’Angelo, of the New York City Health Department. As you are all aware by 

now, we have an outbreak of Bornavirus LX in New York City. While it is a serious virus, we 

don’t want anyone panicking due to incorrect information. 

“The CDC is providing treatment for those who have contracted the virus. We have set up 

emergency treatment areas throughout the city. It is very important that you receive treatment if 

you suspect you’ve been exposed. Do not try to care for an infected person yourself. The risk of 

transmission is great due to the nature of the virus.” 

“What do you mean by the nature of the virus?” a reporter shouts. 

D’Angelo holds up a hand. “Bornavirus LX causes aggression in the final stages. This leads 

to a transmission of the virus through bodily contact, as patients will bite and scratch their 

caregivers. 

“Transportation is set up at local hospitals to take people to the new treatment locations. 

Time is of the essence. As of now we estimate there are twenty thousand people infected in 

New York City.” 

The reporters and all of us in the room gasp. He nods. 

“I realize that sounds like a lot. But it is the same number of people that Madison Square 

Garden holds, to put it into perspective. We can keep it at that number if New Yorkers follow 

our guidelines. We recommend that people go out in the next few days only if necessary. We 

can use the weekend to treat those affected and eliminate any new cases. 

“Please visit our local CDC website for information on the treatment centers. Your local 

news stations will post the locations. We all know New Yorkers do their best under pressure, 

and we will have Bornavirus knocked out by Monday. We need help from all of you so that we 

can do our jobs to the best of our abilities. Thank you.” 

He mops his brow with a handkerchief and steps down, ignoring the reporters’ shouted 

questions. 

Everybody talks at once. Julio, our boss, uses his deep voice to catch our attention. “Listen 

up, everyone. We’re going to finish up early today. I don’t want you guys out in this any later 

than necessary. I’ll call preschool parents to see if they’ll pick up the kids early. The afterschool 

program will have to go on as scheduled, but I want the rest of you home.” 

People applaud and Julio smiles under his thin mustache. He raises his hands for silence. 

“All right. That means home, not out.” 

He looks at Nelly, who pretends to look behind him as everyone laughs. “Really, let’s all 

take care. I’ll see you on Monday.” 

There’s a holiday atmosphere in the room as people leave to get their stuff. Penny hangs up 

her phone, her eyebrows straight lines with concern. “I left a message for my mom. I have to get 

back downstairs to the kids. I guess I’ll meet you later?” 



“I’m sure she’s fine,” I say. “I’ll wait for you. You’re not walking home by yourself. As 

soon as the kids are gone, we’ll leave.” 

“Yeah,” Nelly says. “And then we’ll get that drink.” 

I face him with my hands on my hips. “Seriously? Did you not hear Julio?” 

He shrugs as we stare at him. 

“Dude,” James says. “Pretend it’s the nuclear bomb of viruses. Let’s just go to Cassie’s.” 

“Fine, fine,” he says with a sigh. “But we won’t leave without you, Pen. Just come up when 

you’re done.” 

  



CHAPTER 5 

 

 
James reads me and Nelly choice snippets of virus information as we wait for Penny in my 

cubicle. My cell phone buzzes. I can hear my brother talking before the phone even reaches my 

ear. 

“Cass? Are you there?” He sounds worried. 

“Hey, Eric!” 

“You’re okay?” 

“I’m fine. Fine. Why?” 

“Well, it took me eight tries to get through. They’re reporting that New York’s crawling 

with infected people. Something like one hundred thousand sick.” 

“They’re telling us it’s twenty thousand and they’re busing them to treatment centers. 

Where’d you hear that number?” 

I think about that estimate from earlier: Fifty thousand by noon. It’s almost three o’clock. 

“About five minutes ago. On CNN. They did their own estimate based on what they’re 

seeing by helicopter. And right after they said it, the screen went black.” 

“Really? Are you sure they shut down CNN?” 

Nelly and James look up at that. 

“That’s what it seemed like. Cass, you guys should go to the apartment. You’ve got Dad’s 

supplies, in case you can’t leave for a while.” 

“We’re heading there after work. Julio let us out early, but we’re waiting for Penny.” 

There’s camping gear and food in the basement below the apartment we grew up in. Our 

landlady insisted I move in after my parents died. 

“Eric, how about you? What’s it like in Pennsylvania?” Eric’s always so sure of himself that 

I forget to worry about him sometimes. 

“They’re reporting that there are some people infected. But, you know, it’s pretty rural here. 

Rachel and I are going to sit tight all weekend. I’ve got a couple of extra cans of food,” he 

jokes. 

I laugh. He’s always planning for an emergency just like Dad was. 

“Cass, Rachel’s brother called and said he can’t leave his apartment in Philly.” 

“What do you mean, can’t?” 

“Too many infected in the streets. He can’t go outside at all. People are getting attacked, and 

the police aren’t doing shit. Maybe you should head for the cabin if it gets worse. That’s what 

I’ll do, too. We’ll meet there if we can’t get in touch again. Promise me, Cassie.” 

Eric knows I won’t break a promise. 

“Eric,” I say cautiously, “I can’t promise that. We’ll be fine in the apartment, I’m sure. How 

would I even get there? The F train?” I try to lighten the mood by reminding him I don’t have a 

car. None of us does. 

“I’m fucking serious!” he says. 

He sounds scared. Eric doesn’t get scared. It’s that edge in his voice that makes me listen as 

he goes on. 

“You know what to do. You’re resourceful. Don’t let your brain get in the way. Cass, I have 

a really bad feeling.” 



I’m silent. I am thinking too much. My dad used to say that nothing will get you killed faster 

than ignoring your instincts. One hundred thousand people. That’s five Madison Square 

Gardens. Five Madison Square Gardens’ worth of people wandering around, basically rabid. 

“I promise, E. I’ll leave if it gets worse.” 

He lets out a breath I didn’t know he was holding. “OK. I love you, Cass. Until the end of 

the world.” 

“And after. Love you. We’ll talk later, okay?” 

I tell Nelly and James what Eric said, and we head for the TV. But where CNN should be, 

there’s a Time Warner Cable technical difficulties screen. James flips to NY1 News. It’s still 

on, at least. They say the situation in the west is resolving itself. The virus is expected to be 

gone by Monday in all of the United States. 

“Bullshit,” James says. 

“What’s bullshit?” Penny says as she walks in with her bag. 

“That this will be over by Monday. They’ve shut down CNN,” James replies. 

“Really?” Penny frowns and points at the TV. “But they didn’t shut down everything.” 

“Just the stations telling the truth, maybe,” I say, which earns me an eyebrow raise from 

Nelly. “I spoke to Eric. He says there are more infected here than they’re saying. He made me 

promise I would go upstate if it came to that.” 

Penny’s eyes go round as she nods. Then she looks at her phone and remembers something. 

“I left another message for my mom, telling her we’re going to your apartment, but I have to 

go home first. Ana left a voicemail. The phone didn’t even ring. She said she was coming home 

after work but she forgot her keys. I can’t get her to tell her to come to your house instead.” 

Ana is her little sister. She’s always forgetting her keys, even though she’s twenty-five years 

old. And she expects someone to be there to open the door, just like she expects people to do 

anything else she wants. Penny wouldn’t normally rush home for her, but today is different. 

“So we’ll go to your house and head to mine later,” I say, like it’s no big deal. But I picture 

a street in Philly where you can’t even go outside, and I shiver. 

  



CHAPTER 6 

 

 
I take deep breaths of the soft air as we head up the avenues. I grew up in this neighborhood, 

in a mixture of Irish and Puerto Rican families, and I’ve always loved it. 

The old ladies, their lined faces ranging from a pale ivory to a dark brown, are in their 

aluminum-legged chairs getting up to speed on winter gossip. Salsa music pours out of 

windows. Barbeques are lit and kids race around. I’m always glad I decided to move back when 

I walk home from work. 

Nelly watches the outdoor festivities and pouts. “See? Everyone else gets to have fun. But, 

no, we have to go hide inside.” 

“Stop being a crybaby,” I say. 

He laughs. But I know what he means. It doesn’t seem like things could be bad, the way the 

neighborhood is out enjoying the day. No one seems to care. 

“I don’t know why no one is listening to what’s going on,” James says, and shakes his head. 

“What’s going on is that everything is fine, according to the news,” Penny reminds us. “Not 

everyone is dissecting everything they say and spending hours on the internet. Don’t get me 

wrong, I’d rather be safe than sorry, but no one else thinks this is a big deal.” 

Every step in these shoes has become torture. That’s what I get for going for form over 

function. I can’t even wear platforms without wobbling like an eight year-old playing dress-up. 

I should’ve stuck to my boots. I consider taking them off, but the sidewalk is covered with a 

layer of what resembles congealed fat. 

We wait for cars to pass on the corner. I nudge Nelly and point to James and Penny’s 

intertwined hands. He winks at me as I catch a glimpse of someone coming out from behind a 

dumpster. He’s probably been taking a leak and I don’t want to embarrass either of us, so I avert 

my eyes. 

A rasping exhalation makes me turn again. An older man with dark, matted hair shuffles 

forward with a dirty hand out. At first I think he must be asking for change, but his skin is gray 

and his mouth gapes. Almost half of his neck is gone, like a bite was taken out of it. He must be 

infected. The wound is edged with black and filled with clotted blood and bits hanging that I 

really don’t want to identify. The stench of something rotten wafts past. 

“Let’s go!” James yells, and yanks Penny’s hand. 

My ankle twists as I turn, and I gasp at the jolt of pain. I have to get out of these stupid 

shoes. Nelly steadies my elbow as I kick them off and we race across the street. Half-Neck 

follows. By the time we reach her building he’s halfway there. Penny scrambles to get her key 

in the lock of the outer door. Maybe we should just keep running. 

“C’mon, c’mon,” Penny begs. 

Her hand shakes but her key slides in. We fall into the small vestibule as Penny works on 

the next lock. Half-Neck appears and spreads his hands on the door. Brown flakes smear off his 

filthy fingers onto the glass. His eyes are filmy. He sniffs the air with a guttural moan and paws 

at the door. 

“C’mon, before he breaks the glass,” Penny says. 

We rush through the second door. Once inside the second floor apartment, the door locked 

behind us, I collapse on the couch. James runs to the window. 



“Oh my God,” Penny says. Her hand’s at her throat, like she’s trying to hold in a scream. 

“What the fuck was that?” 

We’re all silent, our chests heaving and eyes wide. That’s not what I thought an infected 

person looked like. He didn’t look sick; he looked like a monster from a horror movie. And he 

chased us. My skin crawls when I realize he might be chasing other people right now. 

“I’m calling 911.” My voice sounds far away as I dial with a shaky hand. “We can’t let him 

walk around.” 

After twenty rings I hang up and try the landline. An automated voice tells me they’re too 

busy to answer. “They’re not answering.” This is not good. This is New York fucking City. 

“They’re too busy.” 

Nelly watches out the window. “Still there. Penny, when’s Ana coming home?” 

Penny jumps for the phone and presses redial over and over. “Ana!” she yells, when she gets 

through. “Where are you? Okay, listen. There’s a guy out front trying to attack people. Go to the 

service door. I’ll stay on the phone with you. James and Nelly will open it so you can run right 

in. Do not come in the front!” A shrill voice sounds on the other end. “Ana, please. Just do what 

I’m telling you to do!” She turns to Nelly and James. “She’s five minutes away. Will you go 

make sure it’s safe? One of you run back up if it’s not.” They nod and leave. 

“They’re on their way down,” she says into the phone. A couple of minutes pass in tense 

silence. “Is the door open?  Go. I’ll see you upstairs.” 

Penny grabs Ana in a hug as soon as she enters. Ana gives her a cursory pat then pulls away 

and smoothes her long hair. It’s lighter than Penny’s, with hints of gold. She wears brown suede 

knee-high boots and a long sweater with leggings. The sweater must cost as much as my yearly 

clothing budget, including my sandals back on the corner. Ana looks a lot like Penny, with her 

dark eyes and small nose, but she doesn’t have Penny’s curvy softness. 

“So, what’s with the crazy guy downstairs?” Ana strides over to the window. He sits 

slumped against the glass of the door. He’s not moving. I hope he’s dead. 

“He tried to attack us on our way here,” James tells Ana. “That’s what the infected people 

are doing. You get the virus through bodily fluids.” 

Ana turns from the window and shrugs. “So, this is that swine flu or whatever? I can’t 

believe people are going so crazy over it! The bar we were going to go to closed early. Now I 

get to spend Friday night here.” 

Now that she’s safe, I want to put her out there again. “Ana,” I say, in my best stop-being-a-

little-shit voice. “Sorry your Friday night is ruined. But did you hear James? The man tried to 

attack us. Your mother is stuck at the hospital with these people. There may be a hundred 

thousand infected in New York. And it isn’t swine flu.” 

Ana sticks out her bottom lip. “Fine, whatever.” 

She picks up her bag and saunters off to her room. I love Ana the way you love a little sister 

that you also don’t like sometimes. That sweet little girl she’d been must still be in there. One 

summer at my parents’ cabin she had found an injured rabbit and nursed it back to health. She 

didn’t trust anyone else to do it. When she and my dad let the healed bunny go, she sobbed and 

spent the rest of the week looking for more animals to save. 

“Whatever, indeed. At least she’s safe,” Penny says, and she raises her eyes to heaven. 

Nelly pops the tops off four beers. James puts the TV on a local channel. CNN is still off air. 

I listen as I dial 911 over and over. 

“Buses are filled to capacity with the sick. Family members are being asked to pin a note 

with the infected person’s information onto their clothing and leave the area, with promises that 



they will be informed of the patient’s progress. Police say this is to protect family members 

from being infected. We’re going live to the scene at Lutheran Medical Center in Brooklyn.” 

I set the phone down and move closer to the TV. A reporter stands outside of the hospital 

where Maria works. Penny leans forward like she’s trying to catch a glimpse of her mom. The 

number of people out there is staggering. They’re lying down, standing up, sitting. They shuffle 

forward onto a waiting string of buses. As each bus fills up and pulls away, it’s replaced by a 

new one. City buses, school buses, Greyhound coaches—it looks like anything with more than 

four seats has been pressed into service. 

“They’ve been funneling people onto buses for several hours, but more arrive to take their 

place. We were just informed we are being moved to an area a few blocks away for our own 

safety. We will continue to monitor the situation down here. Back to you.” 

Nelly lowers the volume as the news anchor lists the treatment centers again. 

Penny sighs. “Well, I don’t imagine my mom’s going to be home soon. There must have 

been five hundred people waiting out there. I just hope they’re giving the nurses the anti-viral 

medication.” 

Penny grabs her phone and walks to the window, trying her mom again. Her beer hits the 

wood floor in a foamy crash that makes us jump. One hand covers her mouth and the other 

points to the street. 

  



CHAPTER 7 

 

 
There are four of them in front of an apartment building down the block, bent over on the 

shady side of the street. One is Half-Neck, astonishingly still alive, his head canted to the left. 

There’s an old lady wearing a flowered housedress and wispy gray bun, a hipster with off-kilter 

aviator sunglasses and a Hispanic man wearing a half-tucked shirt and jeans. 

The housedress lady stumbles away to reveal something meaty and glistening and pink. 

Only the hands and feet give any indication that it was once a person. The four of them are 

coated in fresh blood. It’s smeared around their mouths and drips from their hands. It runs down 

the concrete into the street. My stomach heaves, and I lean on the windowsill. I want to scream 

at them to stop, but that would alert them to us, and the person is obviously dead. I run and dial 

911. Fast busy. I try again and again as the others stare out the window. 

“Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?” a voice asks. 

“I’m watching four of the infected on the street. They’re ripping someone apart! I’m on—” 

The voice cuts me off. “Ma’am, is the person they’re attacking dead? Can you tell?” 

What kind of question is that? “Yes, I think the person’s dead, but—” 

“Ma’am, we can’t send any police out now. If you give me your address, they’ll take the 

infected into custody as soon as possible.” 

I give her the address. “Do you know when they’re coming? I’m afraid they’ll hurt someone 

else.” 

“No, ma’am, I don’t.” She has that officially harried voice every civil servant in New York 

City adopts. “And please stay in your home. The police will be there soon, and they are 

equipped to handle the situation.” 

“Yes, of course. Thanks.” I hang up, adding, “For nothing.” 

I move back to the window. “They’re not even coming.” 

“Well,” James says, without tearing his eyes away, “at least they answered this time.” 

I can’t stop watching either. It’s so horrifying that the minute I stop looking I think there’s 

no way it can be real, so I look back. 

 “They aren’t just attacking, they’re eating,” Nelly says, and shakes his head in disbelief. 

He heads into the kitchen and sits at the table. I follow him to get paper towels to clean up 

the spill. He’s as pale as I’ve ever seen him, but his mouth is set in a firm line. “I know you 

promised Eric you’d leave if it was bad.” I nod. “I thought that was a little over the top. But now 

I don’t know. What do you think?” 

What we just saw wasn’t simply someone a little ill and violent. I don’t want to sound like a 

maniac, but I’m scared. And I promised Eric. “I want to go upstate,” I say. 

James comes to the doorway with his arm around Penny’s shoulders. “They don’t have this 

under control,” he says. “I mean, there are people eating someone on the corner and it’s not 

even a fucking priority. They’re not telling us the truth. People still think it’s safe.” 

It’s true; I can hear music and the sounds of happy shouting blocks away. 

“Okay,” Nelly says, his hands fisted on the table. His expression is incredulous, but his nod 

is firm. “Then we should leave. I can’t believe this, this is insane.” 

I’ve always thought it would be great to have Nelly’s total belief, just once, in my and 

James’ crazy imaginings. But I find that this is one time I really, truly want to be wrong. 

  



CHAPTER 8 

 

 
A yell from the street snaps us out of our silence. Five young guys grip baseball bats and 

pieces of rebar and move in on the infected, who are so busy with their meal they don’t notice. 

A length of rebar connects with Aviator Glasses’ head, while the owner of the rebar yells 

with the effort. It splits his head open with a crack that carries down the block and through the 

window glass. There’s surprisingly little blood, although my stomach lurches at the sight. 

Another bludgeons the older man. Half Neck and the old lady turn toward the three men left. 

“Now!” yells the biggest guy. 

Half Neck and Old Lady don’t stand a chance. They’re down in seconds and bashed 

repeatedly until their heads are just a memory. The big guy straightens up and wipes his 

forehead with a bandanna from his back pocket. Before I can stop myself I throw the kitchen 

window wide open. 

“Hey, thanks!” I call. 

They look up and around until they see me and move to stand under us. Penny leans out of 

the living room window and waves. 

“Oh, hey. You Maria Diaz’s girl, right?” the leader asks. Penny nods. “Listen, you need to 

stay inside. They’re everywhere.” He gives us a stern big brother look. 

“Are they all like this? So violent?” I ask. “They said they were attacking people, but it 

looked like they were eating—” 

“Oh, they’re eating.” He grimaces. “Make no mistake. And you have to get their heads or 

they don’t go down easy. Cut their necks or something. Crazy shit. You know, like zombies.” 

A younger kid wearing a baseball hat chimes in with lit up eyes. “It is, man. They are 

zombies. It’s just like that game. You know, the one where you—” 

“Christ, Carlos,” the leader says. “This is no game. You see that body? That could be you or 

your moms or your sister.” He looks up at us as Carlos surveys the remains and quiets. 

“Sorry. We got to go. I’m picking up my little sister from a friend’s house. Stay inside. Be 

safe. Tell your moms Guillermo said hi.” 

Penny says she will. We watch as they walk down the rest of the block and pause before 

every doorway. 

“Zombies,” James mutters. “Jesus.” 

It’s silent. Penny finally speaks. “I’m willing to entertain the idea that this virus is out of 

control. I’ll leave New York as soon as my mom comes home. She’ll know how bad it is. But, 

zombies? C’mon.” 

She crosses her arms, her face tight. Penny is practical and even-tempered like her mother, 

but I can see the doubt in her eyes even as she insists it can’t be true. They were eating that 

person, as hard as it is to believe. 

“You just saw them, Pen.” James gestures toward the window, then squeezes her shoulder 

gently. “I can’t rule anything out, can you?” 

Penny shakes her head, arms still crossed. He knocks a cigarette out of his pack. I haven’t 

smoked since I quit again a year ago, but I think I can break the rule this once. James is smoking 

out the window, as no one in their right mind would send him outside, so I drag a chair over. He 

knows what I’m after and hands me his, lighting another for himself. 



“Thanks,” I say, and take a deep drag. The nicotine tingles down to the tips of my fingers 

and toes. “I can smoke if it’s the zombie apocalypse, at least. What’s my life expectancy 

anyway? One week, maybe two?” 

James chokes on his smoke as I grin at him. “You’re sick.” 

“Humor is the last refuge of the damned. That’s what my mom used to say.” I take another 

drag. “I don’t know what else to do.” 

James closes his eyes. I stare down to where Half Neck and Old Lady are sprawled on the 

concrete. The windows of the building across the street are filled with people. A little girl with a 

ponytail waves at me, and I wave back. I can’t imagine what her parents are telling her about all 

this. 

James’s eyes open suddenly. “Does it really matter?” he asks us. “I mean, I’m sure they’re 

not really zombies, but they’re acting like them. If this is spreading fast we need to get out of 

here before the rest of New York figures out the same thing. We can’t afford to sit around 

waiting.” 

He’s right. The trick is to leave before everyone else does. 

Ana wanders into the living room. “Zombies?” 

I stub out my cigarette and answer. “Yeah, it seems the virus is creating something close to 

zombies.” 

“Ew.” Ana makes a face, not about zombies, but about the cigarette. She waves her hand at 

the smoke that’s nowhere near her. “So, what are we supposed to do?” 

“Leave the city,” Nelly says. He sits next to Penny, who’s chewing on a fingernail, and pats 

the couch on his other side. 

“And go where?” she asks. 

“My parents’ house upstate,” I say. “If we can get there.” 

Ana purses her lips. “Seriously?” 

“We’ll talk to Mama first, Ana, and bring her too. Don’t worry.” Penny reaches across Nelly 

and squeezes her hand. 

“I’ll try her,” Ana says, and grabs her phone. “Oh, Mama texted. It looks like she texted us 

both, hours ago, but I’m only getting it now.” 

I wonder why no one is panicking when even making a simple phone call is a challenge. But 

I guess it was the same during 9/11 and the blackout. Maybe we’re used to it now. 

Penny checks her phone and shakes her head. “I don’t have it. What’s it say?” 

“Virus very bad. Meet you at Cassie’s after work. Bring clothes. We leave city tonight. 

Explain later. Love you, Mama.” 

Penny’s eyes are huge behind her glasses. Ana shakes her head. “No way. Mama’s as bad as 

the rest of you!” 

I’m relieved. Not that it’s turning out to be as bad as James and I thought. But that we’ve 

gotten permission to follow our instincts. That maybe we’re not so crazy after all. 

  



CHAPTER 9 

 

 
Penny and Ana pack bags for themselves and their mother while we wait. Nelly smiles at 

me, but the smile doesn’t touch his eyes. 

I plop down next to him on the couch. “What’s wrong? That’s a stupid question. I mean, 

specifically, what’s wrong?” 

He looks down at his hands clasped between his knees. It’s been years since he’s worked on 

a ranch, but they still look like he does. He raises his eyes. “All those people out front of the 

hospital. If they’re all like those four, then how are they going to control them?” 

“I know. It’s still early. Maybe there’s some way…” I change the subject. “Have you 

spoken to your parents again?” 

“My mom emailed before we left work. They’re fine. Just a few sick there. They’re 

together, so I’m not too worried.” 

Nelly’s mom and dad and five siblings live near each other. They have cattle and a lot of 

guns. On my first visit Nelly had let them swagger around and show the City Girl how to hold a 

gun. Then I picked up a twenty gauge and blasted a can on a stump. Their mouths hung open 

until Nelly laughed and explained that my dad had taught me how to shoot when I was a kid. 

“Yeah,” I agree. “They’ll be okay.” I rest my head on his shoulder and wish I had parents to 

call. 

My dad was always ready for an emergency. When I was young it had been fun: target 

practice, pioneer skills, food storage, conspiracy theories. As I got older I’d thought he was 

wacky in a loveable sort of way. And as life went on with no great emergencies lasting over a 

three-day snowstorm, I ceased believing that something could go monumentally wrong. It was 

unimaginable that anything worse than both my parents dying in one moment could happen. 

There’d been no way to prepare for that. 

“So,” James’s voice breaks into my thoughts, “I’m seeing over two hundred thousand 

estimated infected here. The government has to be stretched pretty thin at this point. Especially 

since the rest of the country is fighting the same thing.” 

My dad always said it was better to be over-prepared than under-prepared. That he wouldn’t 

feel like a fool if nothing ever happened, and that only in recent decades did people think 

planning for a lean future was a waste of time. 

James taps a finger on his tablet. “The cities that were hit first are at forty percent infection. 

So that means if infection rates hold true, we could be looking at those numbers in days. Of 

course, this is all dependent on if they’ve quarantined most of the sick by now.” 

That’s almost half of the city. I can’t even fathom what that would be like. Maybe these 

websites are wrong and the Department of Health is right. 

“Maybe they can stop it,” I say. “You would think that they would’ve seen what should 

have been done in the Midwest and started doing it here.” 

James gives a sardonic laugh, and I admit he’s probably right. 

I miss my dad. It always seemed like nothing bad could happen if he was there to protect 

me. I remember standing down in the basement of their apartment as Dad showed me all the 

organized bins. 

He had handed me a heavy backpack. “This is for you.” 

“What’s in it, an anvil?” 



“Funny. It’s your BOB. Your Bug Out Bag. It has what you need if you have to leave the 

city quickly.” 

I hugged him and laughed. “Okay, nutso.” 

He hugged me back, smiling but serious. “Keep it in your closet. I hope you never need it. 

But when I got to thinking about how you didn’t have one with you, now that you’re out of the 

house, I couldn’t sleep.” 

I patted his bushy hair. He tried to keep it tamed, but it grew in cowlicks and puffs with a 

life of its own. 

“Of course you couldn’t. How could anyone sleep soundly without a backpack full of escape 

gear?” 

He smiled but then shook his head at my levity. “All this,” he motioned at the bins, the cans 

of food, “is for you and Eric. I hope you never need it. My greatest fear is that I wouldn’t be 

able to take care of you guys. It’s a nightmare. You’ll understand one day.” 

I gave him a kiss. “Well, thank you, Daddy. I do appreciate it. Truly. I’ll keep this handy.” 

I knew it gave him a modicum of feeling in control, and it was harmless, really. He wasn’t 

one of those people who sat around hoping the world would end; he just felt more secure when 

he was prepared for anything. That bag is in the basement right now, still packed with what he 

thought would keep me safe. I’ll go through that first. 

“So, y’all, it’s great we’re leaving town and all. But just what are we leaving town in?” 

Nelly asks. 

“I was thinking we could take one of the vans from work,” I say. 

There are a couple of ten-passenger vans in the lot behind the building. Nelly and I both 

have driven them in the past. 

“I was thinking the same thing,” James says with a nod. 

A rumbling echoes down the hall. Ana enters rolling a suitcase and wearing ballet flats. 

“Huh,” Nelly says, completely straight-faced. 

“I’m thinking someone hasn’t grasped the gravity of the situation,” James mutters to Nelly. 

I attempt to keep my voice light. “Ana, do you have a backpack?” 

“I still have one from school. Why?” 

“Maybe you should pack in that.” I look down at my bare feet. “And shoes you can run in 

would probably be good.” 

Her upper lip curls. “Fine. Do you want to help me pack?” 

“Why not?” I wink at James and Nelly, who are still snickering, and follow her down the 

hall. 

Ana must have thought we were heading to the Caribbean, since I removed gauzy tank tops, 

a makeup bag and a pair of heeled sandals from her bag. Now she’s outfitted in a pair of decent 

shoes, jeans and a sweater. Penny’s in a similar outfit. 

“I’m scared, you guys,” she says. 

 Her lower lip trembles and I give her a hug. “Whatever! So there are thousands of people 

who want to eat us alive. I don’t see what the big deal is.” 

The face I know almost as well as my own breaks into a smile. We can always make each 

other laugh, no matter how bad it is. We always have, ever since that sad girl whose papa had 

just died walked into my fifth grade class. 

“Love you,” she whispers and grabs my hand. 

“Love you back.” I squeeze. “It’ll be all right.” 



James opens his arms and she steps into his gangly embrace. I nod at Ana’s look and she 

grins. She’s always dying for Penny to meet someone, so I know she’s pleased, even if she 

thinks he’s a geek. 

Nelly stands up and claps his hands. “Shall we?” 

“We shall,” I say, as I link my arm into his. 

  



CHAPTER 10 

 

 
The streets are empty of infected, except for the bodies. The bodegas on the avenue are 

open, and people lug full bags as they hurry home. Some hang out, completely ignoring the 

pleas to stay indoors. 

By the time we reach my garden apartment my neck hurts from looking over my shoulder 

constantly. We troop down the hall into the living room. Someone’s in the kitchen, and for a 

moment I think it’s Eric, but that would be impossible. It’s Peter. 

He’s making himself something to eat and has his sleeves rolled up and his tie off. It’s the 

most untogether that Peter ever appears. He always looks so out of place in my apartment 

amidst the clutter of papers, books and art supplies. Not that I’ve used art supplies much in 

recent years, but I can’t bring myself to admit defeat and pack them up. I’m sure I look the same 

in his apartment with its big windows and clean lines. The minute I get there, it looks like I’ve 

exploded all over, even when I try to be neat. 

“Hey, babe. I was worried.” Peter wraps his arms around me so hard my air cuts off. I hug 

him back in surprise. I didn’t think Peter got worried. “We got a ride on another plane to 

LaGuardia, so I came straight here. And when you didn’t answer your phone…” 

I feel a pang of guilt at the concerned look in his eyes. All I’ve felt is relief that I won’t have 

to see him. I’m a horrible person, and I’m probably all he has. He lost his little sister and parents 

in a car crash when he was twelve. We have that in common; it may be the only thing we have 

in common. His rich, aloof grandma raised him until she died. He’s alone. At least I have Eric. 

My voice catches. “I’m sorry. I’m glad you made it back.” 

When I met Peter at a bar in the city I’d dismissed him. Smooth, charming rich guys from 

the Upper East Side aren’t my type. He insisted on buying me a drink, though, and I chatted 

with him while I counted down the minutes I had to be polite before I could escape. But when 

he asked if my parents still lived in New York, and I mentioned the accident, he didn’t make 

that uncomfortable face everyone makes just before they apologize. 

His eyes were dark and liquid when they met mine. “It’s like living in a house where the 

roof’s been torn off, isn’t it?” he asked, and I could tell he’d been waiting years to find someone 

to say that to. Someone who might understand. 

I nodded, shocked, because the feeling that there was no protection, nothing left to shield me 

from whatever fucked-up thing the world was going to throw at me next, was exactly how it 

felt. And I’d thought that maybe I’d unfairly judged the book by its cover. But that guy, the one 

in the bar with the kind eyes and startling insight, hasn’t shown his face in months, until now. 

It’s a brief appearance. Peter lets go abruptly and surveys all of us with a dark eyebrow 

raised. He goes from warm to cold so fast it can make my head spin. 

“So, what’s the deal with everyone here?” he asks. 

“We’re waiting for Maria, Penny and Ana’s mom,” I say. “She said we should get out of the 

city, so we’re going to my parents’ house upstate.” 

He gives a dismissive laugh. “Seriously? I think you might be overreacting a bit.” 

Ana nods in agreement with him. Traitor. 

I feel my usual annoyance at him swell. “Well, if wanting to leave a place where people are 

eating other people is overreacting, then sign me up. Were you chased by a man with half his 

neck missing? Did you watch four infected people eating someone?” 



“Cassandra, it’s a small outbreak. They have it under control. I spoke to friends in 

Manhattan and they say police are everywhere and the streets are empty.” 

He looks like a petulant little boy. I saw pictures of him once in an old album on his 

bookcase. They were from the years when his parents were alive. Peter had been a cute kid, 

with freckles that matched his dark hair and a wide, easy grin. He hadn’t looked bratty like he 

does now. When he’d gotten out of the shower and saw me looking at the album, he had smiled 

but put it away. The next time I was there it was gone. 

Ana flips her hair and smiles at Peter. It’s the smile she reserves for people who aren’t us. 

“See? It seems like they’re taking care of the situation in Manhattan. I’m sure we won’t have to 

leave.” 

Ana has a huge crush on Peter. She thinks it’s one of life’s great mysteries that Peter and I 

are together. I’m alternately irritated and amused by her consternation. Sometimes I name a 

place we’ve gone and watch her burn with jealousy, just to mess with her. 

James smirks. “I think I’ll go by what Maria’s saying. Cassie, I’ve got to charge my iPad. 

Can I use your computer?” 

“Of course.” I look at Nelly. “Want to see what’s in the basement?” 

  



CHAPTER 11 

 

 
The plastic bins are stacked against the far wall of the basement. I’ve passed them a 

thousand times on my way to grab a can of tomatoes or something but never notice them 

anymore. 

“So, where to begin?” Nelly asks. 

“I guess we’ll start with the BOBs. That’s Bug Out Bag to you normal people. Filled with 

all the stuff you need to make a quick getaway.” 

We find four large backpacks on the top of the stack. Mine must weigh thirty pounds. The 

contents are neatly packaged in Ziploc bags and stuff sacks. 

“Why don’t you start emptying the others?” I ask. “Let’s pile it up next to each bag and see 

what we’ve got.” 

“You got it, Boss,” he says. 

I sift through my bag. There are energy bars and dehydrated food, water bottles, water filter, 

first aid stuff, toiletries, and the dorkiest sweatshirt ever, among other things. 

“Hey, Nels. What do you think?” I hold up the sweatshirt with a kitten painted on the front. 

“Nice,” he says. “You should totally wear that.” 

I laugh. “It had to be my dad. My mom would’ve known I wouldn’t be caught dead in it. He 

must’ve bought it so there’d be some warm clothes in here. At least the jeans look normal.” 

I’m still smiling. My dad was convinced I loved kittens even though I had grown out of that 

sometime, oh, around when I was ten. He always put something in my Christmas stocking that 

made me laugh until I cried: a fluffy kitten calendar, a notepad with cats wearing Victorian hats, 

those types of things. Now that I think about it, maybe he did know and liked to see my 

reaction. Suddenly the sweatshirt is the best gift I’ve gotten in a long time. I pull it over my 

head and wrap my arms around myself. It’s like a hug from my dad. 

“It’s from my dad,” I say. Nelly nods and smiles; he doesn’t need expounding. “Some of the 

clothes in the other bags might fit you and James.” 

The last thing out of every bag is a travel pouch with a wad of cash and papers. I unfold a 

map and see different routes highlighted, all leading up to the cabin. I count the cash, seven 

hundred-fifty dollars in smaller bills. 

“Wow,” I say. “Guess I don’t have to hit an ATM.” 

“Same amount over here,” Nelly says. “That’ll make three thousand if the other two have 

the same.” He looks quickly and nods. “Yeah.” 

The bags just need some unexpired food. My dad put a lot of thought into the contents; I 

don’t think there’s anything missing. Except weapons. 

“Are the guns still here?” Nelly asks. He’s talking about the small cache of weapons my dad 

kept in the city. 

“I think so. Eric put them in a bin marked ‘sewing stuff.’ ” 

The bin is under others, one of which bears my name in Eric’s scrawl. My curiosity gets the 

better of me, and I leave Nelly to unearth the guns while I investigate. My college diploma is on 

top. An old cigar box that I remember throwing out is in there, too. It smells faintly of dried 

flowers that Adrian brought me. I find the silver ring with a tiny star on it that Adrian gave me 

because he knew I loved stars. It feels warm in the cool air of the basement. I put it in my jeans 



and run a finger around the circle it makes in the pocket.  Old concert tickets are in there, too. I 

think of something I haven’t thought of in a while and start to giggle. 

“Nelly, remember when we went to see The New Pornographers and Adrian smoked too 

much weed?” 

Nelly puts down a bin and guffaws. “When he thought he’d walked into cobwebs and they 

were on his face and wanted us to help get them off?” 

Adrian had been swiping at his face and looking frantic. He was always so composed that it 

made it a hundred times funnier, and the rest of us had crumpled to the ground, we were 

laughing so hard. 

Footsteps sound down the stairs, and I can hear Penny laughing before she appears at the 

bottom. 

“There’s no way the candy bars that girl gave us were only chocolate,” she says, and shakes 

her head. “No way.” 

“I never let him live that down,” I say. “It still makes me laugh out loud, every single time. 

The look of panic…” 

My stomach hurts from laughing, but when the laughter stops it continues to hurt in a 

different way. I never bring up Adrian. I stare into the bin as though I’m fascinated with its 

contents, but there’s no fooling your best friends. Penny’s arm snakes around my waist. I try to 

stop the tears. I hate crying in front of people. I cry over stray cats, old people eating dinner 

alone and lonely looking little kids. I’m a huge crybaby, but I like to cry by myself. 

“I miss him, you guys,” I whisper. 

“Don’t you think we know?” Nelly asks, like he can’t believe I think it’s a secret. I wipe 

away the tears, but the more I think about it the faster they come. 

“You know, I could have chosen a better day to decide I’ve made a huge mistake. Only I 

would choose the day of the zombie apocalypse,” I say, which makes them laugh. I smile 

through my tears, and the lump in my throat eases. “There’s no way to contact him, even just to 

make sure he’s okay.” 

“If anyone’s fine, it’s Adrian,” Nelly says with certainty. “He’s on a farm in northern 

Vermont. I can’t remember the name. I had an email he sent, but it was my old account.” 

“I didn’t know you guys still spoke.” I’m jealous and have to remind myself I have no right 

to be. 

“We’ve emailed now and then. The last time was about a year ago. I wrote him twice to tell 

him my new email address but never heard back.” 

He shrugs, but I know he cares. Adrian was his friend, too. When I broke up with him it 

must have been hard to straddle two friendships. 

I touch Nelly’s arm. “I’m sorry I made you guys lose touch.” I mentally add another item to 

the list of things Cassie has messed up in recent years. It’s growing by the minute. I’m dying to 

know what he and Adrian talked about. “Did he…? I mean, what did…” 

“He wanted to know how you were, said he missed you. The last time he wrote he asked if I 

thought you would talk to him. I tried to bring it up, but you were so opposed to talking about 

Adrian that you shut me down. I told him he could try, but I didn’t know how it would go over.” 

I finger the concert tickets and imagine how different my life would be if I hadn’t been too 

stubborn and ashamed to admit that I fucked up, even to myself. 

“I wish you would have made me listen,” I say, even though I’m sure he tried. 



Nelly raises an eyebrow. “Do you have any idea what you’re like when you don’t want to 

talk about something? I know you do. You are the most stubborn human being in the world. 

Please.” 

His face is stern. I might be able to lie to myself, but Nelly won’t stand for me lying to him. 

“I know, I’m sorry. It’s my own fault. I didn’t listen. But you’re the second most stubborn.” 

I make a silly face at him. 

“Hey, I can admit when I’m wrong. I just never am,” he says. Penny groans and rolls her 

eyes. “Plus, I’m bossy. There’s a big difference.” 

I raise my hands in surrender. 

“Okay, enough memory lane, people,” Penny says. “There’s a ton of crap to go through 

before my mom gets here. James is on the computer, and Ana is mooning over Peter, so I 

figured I’d come down here and help.” She reads the bin labels. “Sleeping bags, mats, lamps, 

cookware. Jeez, did you get rid of anything?” 

“Nope. Eric organized it all. That’s who put all this stuff I threw out in this bin.” 

I’m grateful he rescued the wooden box and promise myself I’ll tell him when I see him. I 

wonder what Adrian’s doing right now. If that farm in Vermont is his. The night I met him he 

already knew that was exactly what he wanted. 

 

*** 
I was sitting on a couch at a frat house party at my upstate New York college and wondering 

what I was doing there. My roommate of a week was across the room. I watched as she draped 

herself over any guy with a pulse. 

“Not your kind of scene? Mine either.” The voice came from a guy who sat on the other end 

of the couch. His sandy hair was messy and his lips formed a wry smile as he saw me take in his 

shirt with Greek letters on it. 

I looked at the letters and then back up at him. “Yeah?” 

“I have no choice,” he drawled, his accent more apparent. “I’m a legacy. If I don’t embrace 

the life of a frat boy my daddy will disown me.” He held out a big hand.  “Name’s Nel. I’m 

from Texas originally.” 

I shook it. “Cassie. Nice to meet you.” 

“So, Cassie, who are you and what are you doing here? You don’t look like the usual 

clientele.” 

I shrugged and pointed at my roommate. “She begged me to come with her. I figured I’d 

give it a whirl. I’m from Brooklyn. Sociology major.” I shrugged. “Boring.” 

“Brooklyn? That’s not boring. I’m moving to the city once I graduate. This is boring.” He 

took in the room. “The funneling and male chest-beating. The drunk girls and their screaming 

fights. A lot of the guys are okay if you don’t take it too seriously, but the parties are terrible.” 

I knew he wasn’t your average frat boy; his eyes twinkled as he made fun of it all. 

“My roommate is auditioning for the role of Drunken Girl.” I pointed to where she sat on 

someone’s lap giggling. 

“It’s times like this I’m glad I don’t like girls.” 

While I couldn’t have cared less, fraternities aren’t known as a hotbed of equal rights. “And 

everyone here is cool with that?” 



“Yeah. Especially since they know they’re not my type. They all think they’re God’s gift to 

women and were surprised to find it didn’t extend to men, too.” I laughed as he grinned. “I 

came out senior year of high school and took some shit for it. I refuse to hide anymore.” 

“Absolutely,” I agreed. “But, Texas? That must have been rough.” 

“Well, it didn’t hurt that I can beat the crap out of most guys who might have a problem 

with me.” He made a mean face and then replaced it with a sunny smile. “I was a football player 

and my closest friends on the team knew. They stood up for me, too.” 

I tease Nelly that he told me he was gay right away so I didn’t fall in love with him. Girls 

are always falling in love with Nelly. But there wasn’t time for me to fall in love with him, 

because at that moment he spotted someone across the room and waved. 

The guy made his way toward us. He was tall and lean, with dark hair and pretty green eyes. 

They really were pretty, and with his light olive skin and high cheekbones he might have been 

pretty, too. But his strong jaw and his nose, which was just slightly imperfect, were enough to 

make him interesting. He was wearing a t-shirt with some indie band’s name on it and jeans. 

When he smiled one deep dimple appeared. 

“Adrian, this is Cassie. Cassie, Adrian.” Nelly said, just as someone called his name. “Ah, 

I’ll be right back. They always want the gay guy for the things that involve food. You’d think I 

know how to cook.” 

Adrian sat down on the couch. I’m not very good at making conversation in general, and 

most definitely not with good-looking men. I smiled nervously and consoled myself with the 

thought that he was Nelly’s date, even though he was my type, too. There was no reason to act 

like a tongue-tied second grader. 

Adrian turned those eyes on me with interest. “Hi, Cassie. What year are you? I don’t think 

we’ve ever met.” 

“Junior. I just transferred this year. How about you?” 

“Junior, too. It’s a decent school, people are pretty nice.” 

I nodded and tried to think of something to say, but my mind was a complete blank. It 

occurred to me that I shouldn’t be allowed to participate in social interactions without a set of 

note cards. Adrian saved me. 

“So, what do you want to be when you grow up?” he asked. His smile was disarming. And 

although it’s the second question everyone asks when they make small talk in college, he gave 

the impression he really wanted to know. 

“Well, if you mean what am I majoring in? I started out thinking of art. But that’s not going 

to line up a decent job, so I switched to sociology with an art minor.” 

The corner of his mouth twitched. I knew what he wasn’t saying and conceded to his 

unmade point. “Yes, I know sociology’s not much better.” I smiled. “But I’m not planning to 

work on Wall Street. I have to study something I love or what’s the point? I’m thinking I’ll 

work in a non-profit somewhere.” 

He nodded. “What kind of art do you make?” 

“Mostly I paint.” I felt too shy to talk about it and changed the subject. “So, how about you? 

What’s your major?” 

“Engineering.” 

“Now that’s a grown-up degree,” I teased. He was so friendly I could feel myself relaxing. 

“So what do you plan on doing with it? Building bridges and making tons of money?” 



He grinned. When he shook his head his hair fell into his eyes, and he pushed it out of the 

way. “Not exactly, I’m majoring in environmental engineering. I want to create things that 

might be used for food production and soil conservation.” 

I shook my head. “Ah, a do-gooder!” 

“Hey, don’t worry. I won’t start lecturing you on what you’re doing to ruin our planet or 

anything.” He held his hands up and the dimple showed. 

“I’m just kidding. So you want to be off grid? Zero waste?” I asked. 

“Exactly.” He looked at me like I had caught his attention and my face grew hot under his 

scrutiny. “I spent this summer volunteering on a project and learned enough to put in a solar hot 

water system for my mom. Next I’d like to completely solarize her house.” 

I nodded and drank some beer so he wouldn’t notice how pink my cheeks were. 

“I’d like to create a farm that generates its own food, power, maybe biodiesel—” He stopped 

abruptly. “Sorry, sometimes I start to talk about this stuff and can’t stop.” He waved his hand in 

front of my eyes. “Are they glazed over yet?” 

“No, it’s like talking to my dad.” I lowered my cup. My face had finally cooled down. “My 

parents are putting in solar at their house upstate. Their plan is to be entirely off the grid by 

retirement and raise most of their food themselves. I like to talk about it with my dad, until it 

gets too technical and I can hear the gears in my brain grinding.” 

I made a whirring noise that didn’t sound at all like gears, but he laughed. “I wish I could 

pick your dad’s brain sometime. I’d like to see what he’s done.” 

“You could, you know. If you’re serious. He’s desperate to talk about it. My mom and I just 

nod and smile and wander off when he gets going. Now that my brother’s away at school, he’s 

slowly dying inside from lack of interest in his plans.” 

Adrian nodded like it was something he would consider. I had to say this for the lovers of 

solar electrical systems: they sure were a committed bunch. I recognized the dreamy-eyed look 

on Adrian’s face. 

“So how do you know Nel?” I asked. I wondered if they were serious or not. 

“We were in a class together last spring and just hit it off. He’s a great guy.” 

“He seems like it.” 

Right then Nelly appeared with a plate of burgers. “So, what’d I miss? I think you may have 

missed your roommate puking in the bushes and heading home, Cassie.” 

I stood up. “Maybe I should go after her.” I didn’t want to. Holding her hair back in the 

communal bathroom was not high on my list of things to do. 

Nelly waved a hand. “Some other girl was with her. Bethany? Tiffany? Someone, anyway. 

She’s fine!” He sat on the floor and patted my spot on the couch. “Sit. Eat.” 

So I did. My eyes wandered over to Adrian constantly. A few times I caught him looking at 

me and whenever our eyes met my stomach jolted. I told myself to get a grip. That maybe he 

was cute and nice, but he wasn’t interested in me. He wasn’t even interested in girls. 

I always felt like the girl whose name people forgot. Usually the guys who ended up 

interested in me were the ones I’d known for a while. The ones I could talk to without being 

self-conscious. I was fine with it by that point; I didn’t mind being a person who inspired love 

and loyalty over time. But it usually meant that I was overlooked, at least at first. And with 

Adrian I knew I would have minded that. 

“Well, I have to work in the morning, library work-study,” I said, after we’d talked for 

hours. It was the kind of conversation where you have so much to say that you despair of ever 

getting it all out, even if you’re awake until dawn. I didn’t want to break the spell and go home, 



but it was late. The rest of the party was passed out or making out at that point. “I might be able 

to drag myself out of bed if I go to sleep now.” 

“No walking home alone, darlin’,” Nelly said. “Let me walk you.” 

I didn’t want to make him walk me home along the safe, tree-lined streets. “Thanks, but I’m 

fine. I grew up in Brooklyn, remember?” 

“Let’s walk together,” Adrian offered. “Our dorms are right near each other.” 

“Okay, thanks,” I said. “Nelly—” I realized I’d called him Nelly, the beer having loosened 

my tongue, and blushed. I’d already concocted a nickname for him but hadn’t meant to use it. 

“I like Nelly!” Nelly exclaimed. “Like Nellie Oleson on Little House on the Prairie.” 

“I used to pretend I was Laura!” I said. “When I practiced my pioneer skills.” Adrian smiled 

at me. “Anyway, Nelly, it was really nice to meet you. Maybe I’ll see you around?” 

Nelly grinned and swallowed me in a hug. “Oh, you won’t get away from me, Half-pint. 

Let’s all meet for lunch tomorrow.” 

“I’d like that,” I said, and beamed at him. 

I moved away to give them a moment of privacy, and with a last wave at Nelly we set off. 

We walked to campus while Adrian told me about his mother, who’d raised him and his sister 

with lots of love but hardly any money. He was smart, funny, liked his mom and was 

environmentally conscious. I sighed. 

Adrian poked my arm. “Why the long sigh?” 

“Oh, nothing,” I replied, watching my feet. 

He pulled my arm through his. “C’mon. Tell me.” 

I made my lips a line and shook my head. Then I decided that if I told him it might be funny 

and also stop my crush in its tracks. 

I sighed dramatically and elbowed him. “It’s just depressing. No guys are ever interested in 

the same stuff I am. Even my dad would love you.” Adrian stopped walking and looked 

stupefied. 

“You know,” I stammered, “because you’re gay.” Now I really felt like an ass. If only I’d 

kept my mouth shut. 

“I’m not gay.” 

I thought I saw a tiny smile on his face but couldn’t keep eye contact long enough to be 

sure. 

“What?” I’d heard but needed a moment to think. 

“Am I giving off a vibe or something? I was trying to give off a vibe that I wanted to go on 

a date with you.” 

I hardly listened to what he was saying because I was wondering if I could turn and run. The 

chance that I could avoid him on campus for the next two years was slim, however. Plus, I could 

only run a block before I got a stitch in my side and he still had my arm. I’d told him that I liked 

him and that my dad would like him. 

The beer and food were mutinying in my stomach. “I just thought, because of Nelly, and 

you said you two hit it off…” 

“I don’t care about that. I do care about the date thing, though.” 

I stared at him blankly. He looked so relaxed, while everything inside me was buzzing and 

jumping. 

“You know, the thing about wanting to go out with you?” 

“Oh.” I was pretty sure he knew the answer to that question, so I made a joke. “Okay. But 

maybe we could save meeting my dad for the second date.” 



His grin was huge, and I smiled back, relieved that maybe I hadn’t made a complete fool of 

myself. I was still mortified, but underneath was a warm flicker of excitement. It hadn’t been 

my imagination; there was something there. Somehow we got to my dorm without my dying of 

embarrassment. 

“Here’s my stop,” I said, as he released my arm. “Thanks for walking me.” 

I bit my lip and glanced at him, hoping he’d say something about seeing me again. 

“My pleasure. So, I’ll see you tomorrow at lunch and we’ll make plans?” 

“Okay.” 

We smiled shyly at each other until I realized I should probably go inside. I started up the 

steps to the door and tripped. I hoped he was gone, but when I turned around he was still there. 

It looked like he was suppressing a smile. I tried to act flippant, but I wondered how many 

gaffes I could pull off in one night. This was going to be a record. 

“Go ahead, laugh. I trip about ten times a day. Or knock something over. Or clobber 

someone by accident,” I said. 

He shook his head, amused. “Goodnight, Cassie,” he said in a soft voice. 

The way he looked at me, like I was something special, something worth staring at, made 

my legs wobbly. I waved and managed to walk in the door, not into the door, and headed to my 

room. 

 

*** 
Nelly lifts the bin lid and takes a deep whiff. “Ah, I love the smell of gun oil.” He probably 

does, too. 

“So what’s in there, you good ol’ boy?” asks Penny. “Not that it will mean anything to me.” 

Nelly sets the long bin on the ping pong table. He opens the cases and pulls out two 

revolvers, one nine millimeter and a shotgun. They’re clean and shiny. They look like my dad 

might have packed them up yesterday. Boxes of ammunition come next. Nelly stacks them 

according to size. 

“There’s nothing worse than an unloaded gun,” he says. 

He deftly loads the proper ammunition into its respective gun. I help him. The revolver feels 

heavy and weird in my hands. I haven’t held one in over three years. 

Penny backs away. “Jeepers.” My dad taught her to shoot a rifle, but she’s afraid of pistols. 

“Didn’t your dad know it’s illegal to have guns in the city?” 

“Sure,” I say with a grin. “That’s why most of them are still up at the house.” 

Penny shakes her head and Nelly laughs. 

 

  



CHAPTER 12 

 

 
We finish up downstairs, for now. The cabin is only a four-hour drive, but if my dad were 

here he’d say not to count on that. We need to have enough supplies with us in case it takes 

days. In case we have to walk. I’m not a light packer, and left to my own devices I’d bring 

everything. James might be good at helping with it; he has an ordered way of thinking. So does 

Peter. 

Peter. He’s here, and it seems he’s coming with us. I can’t keep this up much longer. Every 

minute I spend still officially dating him feels like a lie. I head upstairs. James is intent on my 

computer. A giggle comes from the kitchen. 

“Yeah, no one goes there anymore. And—” Ana stops talking and looks up. 

I smile brightly. Peter smiles back. Ana looks at my cat sweatshirt with something akin to 

horror. I’m planning to put it back in my BOB to keep it safe but didn’t want to take it off yet. 

“So, we’ve had a look in the basement, and we have backpacks for everyone. Peter, you 

have clothes here.” He nods. “You’re going to have to pack things that you can walk in, just in 

case. Like jeans.” I give Ana a pointed look. 

Peter looks at me like I’m a silly little girl. It’s maddening. “So, we’re really leaving?” 

“Well, Maria said we should. Ana, it’s your mother. She’s not one to blow something out of 

proportion.” I stop short of telling him he’s welcome to stay in New York if it’s too much of a 

hassle. 

Ana clearly doesn’t want to agree, but she does. “It’s true. My mom is the most practical 

person you’ve ever met. We should probably listen to her.” 

The unstated implication is that Cassie is not. She’s spot on with that one; I’m not going to 

argue. Peter smiles and holds out his hands. I take one, even though I don’t want to. 

“No, Cassie’s not the most practical, but she is the prettiest,” he says. 

Ana smiles at him, but after he turns to me she rolls her eyes. His skin, even in my terrible 

kitchen light, is gorgeous. But all that aristocratic perfection is boring when there’s nothing 

behind it. 

“Thanks,” I reply, although it’s not true. Ana could beat me in a beauty contest any day. 

Personality is another story. “Time to pack.” 

I pull on his hand. It’s smooth but strong. He does things like faux mountain climbing and 

running, but only in climate-controlled environments. The one time I cajoled him into walking 

around Prospect Park with me, he bitched about the mosquitoes the whole time. 

I’ve thrown some of my stuff on his shelf in my closet. Peter tsks at me as he pulls his 

clothes out from under mine and places them on the bed. Then he closes my door and turns to 

me with a smile. I bury my head in the closet and mumble something about boots to keep him at 

bay, but he comes up behind me and kisses my neck. I stiffen just a little, although what I really 

want to do is swat his hands away. 

I bonk my head on the closet rod as I turn. “Peter, we have a lot to do.” 

He smiles and gently pats my temple. “And no time for a kiss? Come on, I haven’t seen you 

in a few days.” 

I give him a kiss that’s more than a peck but definitely not a real kiss. I smile and hope it 

isn’t as fake looking as it feels. “Okay, now, there’s a lot to do.” 

I can’t decipher the look he gives me, but it’s not a happy one. “Fine.” 



I let my breath out, relieved, and find clothes for myself.  



CHAPTER 13 

 

 
Peter helps to organize the basement, even though you can tell by the set of his face he 

thinks it’s ludicrous. We have food and water and water filters. Compasses, duct tape, knives, 

flashlights, a radio, a tiny stove with fuel, two light tents, and other things for backpacking. 

Peter’s made a list and checks things off once they’re packed. Whether or not he thinks we’re 

being ridiculous, he’s being diligent. He’s like a toddler; you have to give him a job or else he’ll 

pout and annoy you. 

“We’ll have to get the van soon,” I say. “Get it loaded and ready to go.” 

“I don’t know,” Penny says, as she zips up her pack. “I’d feel like we were stealing. Maybe 

we should cab it to the airport and rent a car.” 

“Julio said I could use the van. Like if I went to Ikea or something,” I assure her. “We’ll be 

back with it when work starts. Given the circumstances, he’ll be happy we used it.” 

“Julio won’t mind at all, Pen,” Nelly says. 

With urgency James calls to us from upstairs, where he’s mapping out routes on my 

computer. “I guess you guys can’t hear down there. Come here.” 

The noises grow louder as we climb the stairs. James has opened the street-facing windows 

in my bedroom. We peer past the decorative wrought iron that covers the glass, but my street is 

empty. It’s coming from up the block. 

“Let the looting begin,” Penny says, over the sound of breaking glass. “Let’s go up on the 

roof and walk to the avenue.” 

We pick our way along the attached brownstones to the end of my block and stand at the 

ledge. 

Broken glass from the storefront windows glitters in the streetlights. Dozens of people cheer 

as they hand things out to their partners in crime. One guy dances along with his radio as he fills 

every inch of his car with plunder. 

More figures head this way. At first I think they’re more looters, but they don’t show any 

interest in the stores. They begin to scuffle with the looters a few blocks down. It must be a 

group of infected. 

“Holy shit,” James says, coming to the same realization. 

They make their way toward the looters below, who don’t hear the screams that we can 

barely make out over the din. Finally, a teenager notices the infected, and his face slackens as 

they arrive. The sounds of rioting fade under the shrieks of fear. He grabs a friend by the back 

of his shirt and points. 

Some manage to run. Those who don’t notice, or don’t know what the infected are like, or 

who think they have time to grab one or two last things, find themselves surrounded. The 

infected fall on them with their hands and teeth. Hoarse screams rise up and are abruptly cut off. 

“Jesus. Get their heads,” James mutters next to me. 

It’s a massacre. Blood splatters to the street as bodies are ripped open. A few escape after 

being bitten. I hope they don’t go home to their families and infect them, but I’m sure that’s 

where they’ll go. That’s where everyone goes when they’re hurt. 

Peter leans heavily on the ledge, looking pale. Maybe now he understands. 

It doesn’t take long until bodies litter the street. Some of the infected wander around like 

they’ve lost track of what they were doing, while others eat. Some sway in an invisible wind. 



The only sounds are the awful noises that rise from deep in their throats. I’m certain I can smell 

the tang of blood all the way up here. I put my cold hand to my forehead and close my eyes. 

“All the noise attracted them,” James says. “They heard the yelling. Look at them.” We scan 

the group below. I don’t know what I’m supposed to see besides all those bodies and all that 

blood. He gestures to the street. “Look at what they’re wearing.” 

Over half of them wear hospital gowns, the kind they give you when you check in. But they 

don’t let you leave wearing them, at least not while they’re able to stop you. Penny lets out a 

gasp. 

“Oh, shit,” I say. My heart sinks as low as the street beneath us. 

 

  



CHAPTER 14 

 

 
Penny paces the hall with her phone. We sit in the living room, the news and James’s 

clicking on my keyboard the only sounds. When my home phone rings, I jump for it. 

“Thank God, Cassie,” Maria says. “I’ve been trying you for an hour.” 

“Maria!” I say. Penny rushes in. “We got your text. Are you still at the hospital?” There are 

shouts and heavy things being dragged around in the background. 

“Yes. Cassie, do you have a speaker on this phone?” 

I find the button and tell her to go ahead. 

“Thanks. Penny? Ana?” Maria’s softly accented voice echoes around the room. 

Penny bends over the speaker. “Mama! When are you coming?” 

Maria takes an audible breath. “Penny, you have to leave the city right now. There’s a man 

here from FEMA. I’m on his emergency phone. He’s told us they plan to destroy all access out 

of New York sometime tonight or tomorrow. They can’t control the spread of Bornavirus, so 

they’re going straight to quarantine.” 

“What do you mean, destroy?” James asks. 

Maria’s laugh is short. “They’re calling it quarantine, but they’re leaving the infection to run 

its course. Bart, the FEMA guy, says they’re planning to bomb or block off the bridges and 

tunnels. They don’t want millions of infected spilling out of New York. He was supposed to 

leave the city tonight.” 

I never would have thought they’d trap us here like that. At least not while there were so 

many people still healthy. They’re guaranteeing our deaths. 

“So they’ll leave us here to die?” Penny asks incredulously. 

Maria sighs, and when she speaks again her voice wavers. “Yes, they will, mija. They are. 

There’s more. There’s no treatment. They’re killing the sick. We were euthanizing them with a 

mix of drugs to the brain stem. But it was too little, too late. The hospital’s been overwhelmed 

and patients are pouring out the doors. We’re all hiding in the basement here.” 

“We saw them. I was so worried about you. They’re eating people, Mama,” Penny says. A 

sob escapes, and she covers her mouth. “They’re all just lying dead in the street.” 

“Oh, mija. They may not be dead, as long as there’s enough of them left. All of the infected 

are dead, or as near to dead as they can be, but still move around.” 

James meets my eyes. There’s no surprise in them but a kind of awe. Like how people must 

have felt when man first walked on the moon or made a test tube baby. Except test tube babies 

didn’t want to eat them. 

“The virus is working in tandem with a parasite. The brain is its host. Somehow it stimulates 

all those processes that are primal: moving, fight impulses, hunger. I don’t know every detail. 

The CDC’s been studying it for the past month.” 

A month and they still couldn’t stop it. We hear another loud noise on her end and jump. 

They must be piling up whatever they can find to keep them out. 

“I’m here, I’m here. I have to go. Other people need the phone. We’ve got the morgue and 

cafeteria. We’ve got a generator. We’re safe here. But you all need to leave the city now and go 

upstate.” Maria knows all about the stash in my basement and up at the house. 

“You mean we,” Penny corrects her. 



“Penny, there’s no way for me to leave until the infected have wandered away or died or 

found something to—we’re okay here. I need to know that you’re safe.” 

“So we’re supposed to leave you here? No!” Penny says with a screech. Her mouth is frozen 

in an O. 

“You can’t wait. Bart wanted those of us with family here to get them out. In forty-eight 

hours New York will be infected beyond belief.” 

“That doesn’t make me feel better, Mama!” 

“I know, but you need to know how dangerous it is. One little bite, sometimes even a 

scratch, can infect you. I know how to take care of myself. As soon as it’s safe I’ll head to 

Cassie’s apartment. If there’s a way out of New York, I’ll head upstate. Cassie?” 

Penny looks at me like she’s wandered into a bad dream and I might be able to wake her up. 

But it’s not just her nightmare. 

“I’m here, Maria,” I answer. “I’ll put the key under the mat. We’ll leave a map to the 

house.” 

I think of Maria here alone, with a few million ravenous dead people outside. Maria was 

always like a mother to me, even before my parents died. After they died, when Eric and I were 

frozen in grief, she handled the funeral arrangements. She made our first Christmas alone 

bearable. She’s been here any time I’ve needed her. I can’t leave her here when she needs us. 

“We’re going to get a van from work. We’ll come by and get you—” 

“No! No,” she says again, gently. “It’s too dangerous. I’m sorry, but I have to get off the 

phone. I love you, mijas. Please, promise me you’ll do what I ask.” 

“Okay, we promise. Please take care of yourself, Mama. I love you,” Penny cries. 

“I promise I will. I love you, Penny. I love you, Ana. More than anything in the world.” 

Penny’s cheeks are wet with tears as she whispers back. 

Ana clutches the table, her knuckles white. “I love you, Mama. It’s Ana. I love you, too.” 

“I love you, baby. Take care of each other, all three of my girls, okay? I know you will.” 

Her voice breaks under the strain and then she’s gone. 

 

  



CHAPTER 15 

 

 
We stand around the phone base in silence. They really are dead people. They’ve lost all 

semblance of order. They’re going to blow up the bridges. Maria isn’t coming with us. 

We’re all thinking it, but James is the one to finally say, “Holy fucking shit.” 

 Peter sinks into a chair and stares into space. Penny and Ana hover over the phone like it 

might start talking again. 

I blink back tears and touch Penny’s shaking shoulder. I don’t know what to say. It might 

have been the last time she’ll ever speak to her mom. Maria didn’t mention how long it will be 

until the infection’s run its course. There’s enough food here to feed one person for a long siege, 

but she has to make it here. I have a feeling that’ll be easier said than done. 

Penny motions to herself and Ana. “We’re not going.” Her eyes are wild and red, daring any 

of us to object. 

Nelly shakes his head slowly. “What?” 

“It’s our mother. How can we leave her here? I know I promised, but when she gets here 

we’ll leave with her.” 

I tread carefully. I know I wouldn’t want to leave my mother here either. But I also know 

Maria would die if her girls stayed in harm’s way because of her. 

“Pen, I promise you we’ll come back for her as soon as we can,” I say. 

She and Ana exchange a glance. Penny gives me an apologetic look and shakes her head. 

James clears his throat. “Well, then, I’ll stay with you guys. Strength in numbers. We’ll find 

a way out when your mom gets here.” He shrugs, but his face belies his words. 

We should leave. There’s nothing I want more than to be in a van heading north. But I can’t 

leave the few people left in the world that I care about. It might not be the smart decision, but it 

feels like the right one. 

“I’m staying too, then, if you really won’t go,” I say, as Nelly nods. “We’ll spend tonight 

and tomorrow getting any extra supplies we can. We should still get the van, so it’s close by 

when we need it. Bring over all the food from your house. We’re not leaving without you.” 

Peter shakes his head and turns away. 

Penny looks from James to Nelly to me. “I can’t have you all risk being trapped here. You 

must be crazy. No matter how much I want you to stay, I have to make sure you’re safe—” The 

last remnants of rebellion leave her face. “I sound just like my mom, don’t I?” 

“Yeah,” I agree. “Now times that by a thousand and you know how badly she wants you to 

leave. The rest of us have to stay because when she gets here and sees you she’ll kill you 

herself.” 

She gives me the ghost of a smile and runs a hand along the earpiece of her glasses. “We 

have to go, Banana.” She uses her pet name for Ana. “I don’t want to leave, but Mama will kill 

us if we stay. We promised. When she gets here she’ll be good until we can come back for her.” 

“This is ridiculous,” Ana argues. “I think we should wait a few days and see how it goes.” 

Penny tries to speak but Ana cuts her off with a glare. “I know what Mama said, Penny. But that 

FEMO or whatever guy could be wrong, you know. What are the chances that they’re actually 

going to blow up bridges in New York City? That sounds like something Cassie would say.” 

It’s heartening to see how she rolls her eyes at my name. Makes me know the real Ana is in 

there somewhere, dying to get out and disparage someone. 



Penny’s tears dry up. “Ana, stop! We’re going, like we promised. Tonight. Let’s get our 

bags ready.” 

Her no-nonsense manner shuts Ana up. She sounded just like her mama. 

  



CHAPTER 16 

 

 
Nelly and James elect themselves to get the van. I volunteer, but what seems suspiciously 

like misguided chivalry makes them refuse. I decide not to make a fuss even though, after Nelly, 

I’m the best shot with a gun. They each have a baseball bat from my dad’s coaching stuff and a 

pistol. 

“Remember,” I remind them, “don’t use those guns unless you have to. It seems like they 

like noise, the…” I trail off. I can’t say the word. 

“Zombies?” James says. He has that look of nervous anticipation guys get when they’re 

doing something dangerous and probably stupid, but instead of being scared they’re excited. 

“Listen.” I wag a finger at them and pretend it’s not shaking. “Don’t be heroes. Get the van. 

Pick the one with the most gas. Come back. The end.” 

Nelly salutes me. “Yes, ma’am!” 

I hug them and lock the gate. It’s hard to ignore the lump in my throat. They’ll come back. I 

busy myself bringing the backpacks upstairs. Between the bags and larger equipment that we’ll 

put in the van and leave behind if necessary, it looks like we’re mounting an expedition to 

Everest. I hope that the van will take us as least as far as the city limits. 

I put my hand to my jeans pocket and run my finger along the circle Adrian’s ring makes. 

It’s become my talisman; as long as I hold onto it, this will end well. Peter comes into the 

basement. 

“Want to help me bring up the rest of the stuff?” I ask. 

He ignores my question. “What were you thinking? Are you out of your mind?” 

“What?” 

His arms are crossed and he has on his superior, disdainful look. I’ve seen it before, but it’s 

never been directed at me. 

His face twists. “Saying you wouldn’t go without Penny? I can’t believe you would 

jeopardize our safety like that, for a person who most likely will end up dead!” 

I take a couple of deep, trembling breaths. They don’t help at all. Two hours ago he thought 

we were blowing this out of proportion, and now he’s accusing me of jeopardizing our safety. 

All he cares about is himself, and maybe me, because I’m his ticket out of here. I’m somewhere 

to go. I don’t know why it comes as shock to me, really. I suppose I think that people can be 

selfish, but when push comes to shove they’ll do the right thing, the human thing. But not Peter. 

Rage boils up, but I tamp it back down, and what comes out is cold and deadly. 

“You know, Peter, sometimes you do something that might jeopardize your own safety 

because you love someone. You love them so much you’re willing to stick by them, even if it 

means doing things the hard way. Even if it means putting yourself at risk. Not that I expect you 

to understand that. And as for jeopardizing us, don’t worry about that. As of now there is no 

longer any us.” 

His mouth hangs open. I’m cruelly happy to see the sneer replaced by shock. 

“I don’t want you to stay here where it’s not safe, and you’re welcome to come with us. Or 

go your own way, since you think we’re all crazy. But don’t you dare let Penny or Ana hear 

you. You, of all people, should understand that they want to make sure their mother’s safe.” 

It’s a bit of a low blow, and he looks properly chastened. “Fine, fine, sorry,” he says, and 

reaches out for me. 



His face rearranges back to its normal state. He’s trying to charm me. He thinks Silly Cassie 

isn’t serious. I cross my arms. I have never wanted to kick someone so badly in my life. 

He exhales noisily. “Cassandra, stop being ridiculous. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it how it 

sounded.” 

But I know he did. My whole body shakes, but I also feel a palpable sense of relief. 

“No, we’re done. It’s been a long time coming. Now’s not really the time to discuss it. I’m 

sorry I did it this way.” 

I push past him and run up the stairs. 

 

  



CHAPTER 17 

 

 
Standing in my bedroom, hands in fists, I hear the sounds of Penny and Ana moving our 

stuff to the front door. I change into my broken-in leather boots and throw my slippers into the 

closet with more force than necessary. Being scared and sweaty has done nothing to tame the 

frizz in my hair, so I make two long, brown braids. I don’t want to see Peter, but I can’t lock 

myself in here. I head into the living room and stand in front of the TV, ignoring Peter’s glares 

from the couch. 

The virus is under control, the news anchor says. Now that I know they’re lying, I 

understand why everyone is still at home, waiting for it to blow over. Unless you’re looking for 

it, there’s nothing but good news. 

They’re implementing curfews, ostensibly to stop the looting. That means roads should be 

clear, and if we aren’t stopped we might make it out. They flash the locations of more treatment 

centers. I imagine mass graves. My feet tap the floor. We don’t know what time they’re taking 

out the bridges, and tomorrow officially starts at midnight. A car door slams out front. It’s Nelly 

and James with the blue van. 

I run to the door. “Well? How was it?” 

“Not too bad,” Nelly replies. “We turned a corner, right into one of them. He scared the shit 

out of us, just before James and I both knocked him with our bats.” He mimes swinging a bat 

and blanches. 

“Ugh,” I say, as I remember the crack of the metal on Aviator Glasses’ head. 

“Yeah,” James says. He no longer looks thrilled to be having a testosterone-fueled 

experience. “It was pretty gross. As we were driving back we think we saw a huge group of 

them. Going through Queens may be impossible. We need to leave now, while the streets here 

are clear.” 

The only other plan is the Verrazano into Staten Island and then crossing into Jersey. They 

didn’t see many cars. People are still in their houses, doing what they’ve been told. That must 

be why they’re bombing the bridges tonight. The panic will start tomorrow for sure, and by then 

it will be too late. 

  



CHAPTER 18 

 

 
I look around my apartment one last time. I think I can feel my dad and mom here. I hope 

I’m doing what I’m supposed to, what they would have done. 

“Until the end of the world,” I whisper down the empty hall. 

“And after,” Penny whispers from behind me. 

I turn and smile. When I was a little girl I would argue with my parents about who loved 

who more. As big as the universe, we’d say. Forever and a day. Infinity plus one. Until the end 

of the world and after. Right now it seems fitting. 

My block is still quiet, so we load the van quickly. Nelly’s behind the wheel as we head for 

Queens. Shadowy figures fill the blocks far ahead. Nelly drives to the next avenue, but it’s the 

same: a terrifying parade, headed our way. 

“Yeah,” I say, “Jersey it is.” 

There are a few infected people on every block. Some almost look normal, but their stiff 

bodies and staring eyes give them away. Others look dead and decomposing. I wonder how I 

didn’t realize Half-Neck was dead; in retrospect it seems so obvious. You can’t be alive when 

your carotid artery has a bite taken out of it. 

I’m relieved when we’re off the streets and on the expressway. The infected haven’t made it 

here yet, and the bridge is only minutes away. I’m beginning to relax when the interior of the 

van flashes with police lights. A layer of sweat forms under my clothes, and my legs tremble. 

We’ve barely made it anywhere. 

“Shit,” Nelly says, and pulls to a stop on the shoulder. 

Four police cars race up. I hope they’ll let us go home instead of arresting us, but they whiz 

past without a glance. I drop my head back with relief and hear the exhales of my friends as we 

pull onto the road and cross the bridge. 

The Verrazano has always been my favorite of all the bridges. It’s tall and graceful and 

painted a light silvery blue, the exact color of the river and sky at dusk. It looks as if it’s grown 

there organically, water turned to metal. I imagine it tomorrow, a twisted hulk, with cables and 

chunks of concrete hanging down to the water beneath. 

This seems too easy by far. I spin in my seat, but the road is empty except for a few cars far 

behind us. I face forward as we pull into the tolls. A police officer stands in the one open booth. 

He looks like the kind of guy who becomes a cop so he can legally fuck with people. 

“Whatchoo all doing out here?” he asks. He has a name tag that says Spinelli, and he looks 

at us with absolutely no expression. 

“Hi, officer,” Nelly says. “Hoping to get to Jersey, we’ve got some family there.” 

He stares at Nelly without blinking. “What, you didn’t hear about the curfew?” 

“Well, yeah, we did. But you know New York City traffic. I figured this was the only time 

in my life I was going to get to speed on the Turnpike.” 

Officer Spinelli’s veneer cracks a little bit. He’s doesn’t smile, but some sort of tough guy 

thing passes between them and he relents. 

“All right. Listen, I’m not taking you guys in. We’re supposed to, but after this shift I’m 

going home, and I’m not staying in the station filling out paperwork if I don’t got to. I’m the 

only one here now, anyway, so I don’t know what they expect me to do. Anyone asks, you got 

on the highway in Staten Island.” 



James leans toward the window from the passenger seat. “Thanks, officer. Are you planning 

on staying home or going somewhere?” 

“Staying home. Like you should be doing. Why?” he demands. 

“We have it on good authority that they’re closing off New York tomorrow. Blowing up 

almost every access point and leaving the infection to die out on its own.” 

Officer Spinelli looks like he might be reconsidering not taking us in. It’s obvious he thinks 

we’re off our rockers. I know James is trying to help him, but it might make things worse. 

“This is straight from a FEMA guy high up. You might want to leave tonight,” James says. 

Spinelli’s eyes don’t change expression. “I’ll take that under advisement. Godspeed.” He 

lifts the arm on the lane and waves us through. 

“I thought for sure he’d listen to me,” James says, disappointed. 

I turn back and see the arm hasn’t come back down. A few cars have pulled into the lane 

and he waves them through. Then he rushes out of his booth to a police cruiser parked on the 

side of the highway. 

“He is,” I say. “Look.” I hope he gets his family out in time. 

  



CHAPTER 19 

 

 
Nelly was right: I don’t think I’ve ever gone this fast on the Staten Island Expressway. I 

cross my fingers as we turn onto the road that leads to the Goethals Bridge. 

“We’ve got a roadblock,” Nelly says. 

Two cop cars block the road, surrounded by police barriers. A cop rises up from behind 

them and limps toward us, dragging his right leg. Nelly takes his foot off the brake, but the 

figure raises its arms and waves. The leg of his uniform is shredded. He leans against Nelly’s 

door and pants. 

“We were attacked by some guys,” he gasps. “One bit me, but I shot him right in the head. I 

radioed for backup, but it hasn’t come yet. My partner’s dead and I can’t drive with my leg.” He 

points back at the cars. 

“National Guard was here, but they were called away to some disturbance. You can’t go 

through.” He has a mustache that bobs up and down as he talks. “Curfew. Plus, I need medical 

help. You gotta take me to the hospital.” 

They must be telling the cops the same thing they’re telling everyone. He doesn’t know his 

bite is a death sentence. 

“We can’t,” Nelly says. “We have to go to Jersey. We’ll take you that way.” 

“You can’t go that way. I just told you that. Stay here, I’ve got to get my stuff.” He limps 

back to his cruiser. 

James turns to Nelly. “Just go, dude.” 

I pull the revolver out of my bag and hold it on my lap. Maybe I could use it on someone 

who isn’t already dead, if I know he’ll be dead soon. Dead, and trying to eat me. 

“Hang on,” Nelly says. 

He knocks the traffic cones out of the way and an orange striped barrier hits the van with a 

clunk and flies off into the grass. The cop waves his arms and yells. He gets smaller and smaller 

as we race across the bridge. I feel sorry for him; he has no idea why we abandoned him. 

James turns to me, on the bench seat behind him. “He didn’t even know there’s no cure. 

What. The. Fuck?” 

Peter’s been silent the whole trip, but now he speaks up from behind me. “If they told you 

that you were fighting a losing battle and that they were about to lock you and your family on an 

island of infection, how many cops do you think would stay on the job?” 

“True.” James leans back in his seat. “Do you think that’s it? Just that roadblock?” 

“That’d be pretty hard to believe,” Peter replies. “But who knows? Everyone in the know 

may have left already. I wouldn’t have flown back to New York, had I known. I would have 

hopped on one of those choppers with a senator and be cooling my heels somewhere in 

Montana right now, perfectly safe.” 

I can feel his eyes boring into the back of my neck. That makes two of us that wish he was 

in Montana. He’s taking the breakup well. 

“Well, since they can’t spare the manpower to stop the infected eating people on the street, 

I’m betting they don’t have the time to stop people who are driving along minding their own 

business,” Nelly says. “That cop said the Guard was called away. It must have been pretty 

important for them to leave a major roadblock.” 



My shoulders come down a centimeter on the other side of the Goethals, and I loosen my 

grip on the pistol. I’ve been waiting for an explosion to rip up the roadbed underneath us. There 

are few cars on the Turnpike, but that wouldn’t be surprising this late on a normal night. A 

convoy of Army trucks passes us southbound. Maybe they’re heading for the bridge. Maybe 

they’re setting up the explosives. 

“We’ve got about twenty miles until the Palisades Parkway,” James says. 

The only sounds are Penny and Ana’s sniffles. There’s nothing I can say to make it better. 

Maria’s all they’ve got left besides each other, and I know exactly how that feels. 

The van slows as we come up on the George Washington Bridge. The highway beyond our 

exit is blocked. When we make our way down the ramp, we’re stopped at the intersection. 

What looks like a kid in an Army uniform shines a light into the car. “Sir, the bridge to New 

York is closed. Where are you headed?” 

“We know, we’re heading to the Palisades,” Nelly replies. 

“Sir, that road is closed. All civilians need to go home and stay there. A curfew is in effect 

in New Jersey.” 

“Well, seeing as how we’re from New York, we need to go somewhere else. We don’t have 

anywhere to go in the area. We’re heading upstate to our house.” 

The soldier nods. “Sir, we have temporary quarters for anyone traveling through. Make a 

left, head up that road about a mile, and you’ll see big tents and an office building. All persons 

without valid local identification are required to go there until morning.” 

Swell, I think. They’re forcing us into a government corral. Now I sound just like my dad 

and his friend John, our closest neighbor up at the house. 

“C’mon,” Nelly argues. “We do have a place to go. We’re trying to get there right now. I’m 

sure y’all could use the room to house someone who doesn’t have somewhere to go.” 

“Sir, those are my orders.” He motions to an older man who’s been talking on the radio. 

“These folks say they’re heading upstate. They don’t want to head to the temporary quarters.” 

The man, who’s not much more than a kid, says, “You have to go while the curfew’s in 

effect. Besides, roads are only for official vehicles right now. You won’t get far.” He runs his 

hand over his crew cut and smiles apologetically. “Sorry I can’t help you out. We’re getting a 

lot of sick around here. They’re not taking any chances. Turn left and head down. Can’t miss 

it.” 

Nelly sighs and puts the van into drive. 

  



CHAPTER 20 

 

 
A few tents surround a two-story, suburban office building. The road beyond is blockaded 

with Road Closed signs. An older soldier with a beard flags us into a parking lot and then 

gruffly demands the keys to the van. We all gape at him. 

“Our keys?” James asks. “Are you nuts?” 

“I give you a tag, I give your van a tag, and you give me the keys. You get the keys back 

when you leave,” he says, like we’ve somehow missed the point. 

“You’re basically taking our vehicle away,” James argues. “You can’t just demand our 

property.” 

The big man sighs, like he’s heard this from every driver of every car in the lot. “Listen, the 

keys are hanging in that tent right there.” He points to a tent at the lot entrance. “We need them 

in case we have to move things around. Think of it as the U.S. Army running a valet service.” 

Nelly reluctantly hands over the keys. The soldier nods his thanks and points us in the 

direction of the building. Four soldiers stand at the entrance. Thankfully, they don’t demand to 

search our bags. 

“Do you know when we’ll be able to leave?” Peter asks one. He’s got on his Important 

Voice, but the soldier only shrugs and motions for us to follow him inside. 

The lobby narrows to a carpeted hallway lined with doors. We’re led through one, into a 

large unfinished space. A dozen people sleep under army-issue blankets in cots against one 

wall. Chairs are grouped in the front of the room. 

I swing off my pack and sit down. People eat at the folding tables that fill the back. A 

woman at one holds a little curly-haired boy on her lap. Next to her a kindergarten-aged girl 

swings her legs and chatters away while she eats a plate of cookies. For her, at least so far, this 

is an adventure that involves unlimited cookies, and that’s all she needs to know. The woman 

smiles fondly at her. Above the table she seems calm, but on the floor her feet are restless. 

Underneath the glare of the fluorescents I can see her cheeks wobble with the effort of keeping 

that smile on, of not giving into the panic. 

Against the far wall stand a few more tables loaded down with food. My stomach growls 

loudly enough to turn Nelly’s head in the chair next to me. 

The soldier who brought us here motions at the tables. “There’s plenty of food. Someone 

will fill you in soon.” 

  



CHAPTER 21 

 

 
“Do you have another cigarette?” I ask James. “I’m sorry I’m grubbing. It’s not like you can 

just run to the store or something.” 

We stand outside the building, having just feasted on bagels and cold cut platters. There 

were fruit baskets, which was pretty surreal, like we were at some corporate symposium on our 

lunch break. 

“I grabbed what was left of my carton at the office,” he replies, and hands me one with his 

lighter. “I’ve got plenty.” 

I light it and sigh. I could get used to this again. 

“I’ll take one, too,” Nelly says. He looks like the Marlboro Man with the butt hanging out of 

the corner of his mouth. 

“How long has it been?” James asks. 

“Five years,” Nelly says. He sinks back against the building as he exhales and closes his 

eyes. “How can they still be this good after so long?” 

“Isn’t it evil?” I ask, as the smoke hits my lungs. 

“And awesome,” James responds, clearly having none of the guilt Nelly and I have. 

My laugh is cut short by Peter, who comes out of the front door of the building and makes a 

beeline for us. “Can I talk to you for a minute?” he asks me, with a look of distaste at the 

cigarette. 

I’m thankful I have it. If it doesn’t keep me calm while talking to Peter, I can always put it 

out in his eye. 

We walk away a bit, and when he stops I stop and wait for him to speak. 

He shakes his head. “I can’t believe you’re smoking.” 

“Is that what you wanted to say? Because, yes, I think I can have a cigarette right now 

without feeling too guilty about it.” 

“Whatever, Cassie. That’s not what I wanted to say.” His dark eyes flash and his lips thin. “I 

think I’ll go my own way now. Thanks for helping me leave the city, but I’ll figure it out from 

here.” 

I know it has to be hard being here with my friends, but it’s just like him to pick on me 

about smoking because he’s annoyed. Maybe he wants me to beg him to stay. Not happening. 

“Fine,” I say. “Good luck.” 

He looks at me coldly and shrugs. “You, too.” 

He turns on his heel. Now I feel guilty. Someone has to be the mature one here; we’re both 

acting like babies. 

“Peter.” He turns around, but his face gives nothing away. I take a deep drag and crush out 

what’s left of my cigarette on the side of the building. “Come on, this is silly. You can’t go off 

by yourself. Just because we…well, we can still be friends, no?” 

He shrugs. I am not going to beg him. 

“So, we’ll all stick together for now?” I ask. 

“We’ll see how it goes, but I don’t think so. I’m sure I’ll be safe here until I can get back to 

the city.” 

He holds his head high and waves his hand back at the building. He might just as easily be 

telling me he’ll be staying at the Plaza until the decorator’s finished with his apartment. I watch 



him walk away, amazed at how easily he believes this new reality conforms to any of the old 

rules. Nelly and James look at me curiously as I make my way back to them and carefully 

relight my crushed-out cigarette. 

“What was that about?” asks Nelly. 

“I broke up with Peter at the house, before we left.” 

“Really?” Nelly asks. They’re both trying not to smile. “Great timing, as usual.” 

“Oh, be quiet. I just couldn’t take him anymore. He’s saying he’s going to go his own way 

from here. And now I feel guilty about that, so I asked him to stay with us, and he said that he’d 

have to check his calendar.” 

A soldier with a friendly snub-nosed face strolls up. “Everything okay over here?” We nod. 

“I’m Sergeant Grafton.” 

We introduce ourselves. 

“When do you think we’ll be able to head upstate?” Nelly asks. 

Grafton contemplates the question. His round face and pink cheeks remind me of a grownup 

version of the little boy on his mama’s lap inside. 

 “Probably in the morning. We’re not hearing anything but bad news, so I can’t make any 

promises. In fact, there’s an armory over in Teaneck where the two majors went for a briefing. 

We’ve lost contact. We sent out a team to find them.” He looks like he thinks he’s said too 

much and puts his hands out in a calming gesture. “Now, we can hold the building if we have 

to. Until help comes.” 

If help comes is left unsaid. But I know we all thought it. 

He gazes into the distance. “We don’t know if they were overrun by Lexers, but lack of 

radio communication is troubling.” 

“Lexers?” asks James. 

“Yeah, you know, like the LX in Bornavirus LX? The Army is unofficially calling them 

Lexers.” 

“Can you tell us how many they think are infected?” I ask. “They aren’t releasing new 

numbers.” 

The Sergeant snorts and anger passes over his features. “That’s been a bone of contention 

around here. They were trying to keep us from contacting family, so we couldn’t spread the 

word. That lasted ten minutes.” He blows air from his nose. “They think that ten to fifteen 

percent of New York City will be infected by dawn. The major cities in the Midwest are at sixty 

percent. The rest are hiding out in their homes. 

“I shouldn’t be telling you this, but right now they’re focusing on the smaller places, the 

ones that don’t have a lot of infected. Hoping they can build up Safe Zones and leave the cities 

until they can clear them of Lexers. I don’t see any point in keeping the information from 

civilians.” 

He shrugs, but the look on his face says he knows more than he’s telling us. He’s warning us 

that this isn’t under control, without saying as much. He has no idea we already know. 

“It’s the best plan they’ve got so far. Now, look around here.” He points to the building. 

“Not much in terms of defense, but we do have the Palisades right at our back, so there are no 

worries about defending in four directions. Fences are going up as we speak.” 

“Palisades. You mean the Parkway is right behind us?” I ask. It’s useful information. 

Grafton hooks a thumb at the trees behind the tent. “Yeah, head back, maybe a thousand 

feet, eight foot fence, you’ll be at the Parkway.” 

James nods quickly and tries to look disinterested. 



Grafton’s radio squawks. “I gotta go.” 

  



CHAPTER 22 

 

 
We’re back in the waiting room. Peter sits in a separate grouping of chairs, but Ana’s 

followed him and they talk quietly. I’m too tired and tense to do anything but sit here. Nelly 

sifts through the supplies in his pack. He finds a deck of cards in a side pocket and holds them 

up to me. Dad believed that boredom could kill you, too. 

“Eh?” he asks. 

I could use something to take my mind off of things. 

“Sure,” I say. “Spit?” Nelly and I have an ongoing battle in that game. 

He pulls the cards out of the box just as Grafton enters the room and raises his voice. “We 

have word that there may be infected heading this way. Please stay where you are and keep your 

belongings nearby in case we have to evacuate.” 

The woman with the kids chooses the cot farthest from the windows and door. She covers 

them with a blanket and cradles them to her. 

We grab our packs and sling them onto our shoulders. In the frenzy no one notices when we 

leave the room and head to the lobby. Humvees and jeeps are parked around the perimeter of 

the parking area out front, just inside the newly-erected fence. They’re circling the wagons. 

Bright lights, the kind you see on nighttime construction sites, are set facing out. About 

thirty soldiers take up positions outside. A soldier in the lobby tries to herd us back down the 

hall. I’m not too keen on heading to where I can’t see what’s going on. Neither is Nelly, and we 

follow as he ducks into the first door in the hallway. 

The soldier leans in. “We need you to head to the back,” he orders. 

Nelly turns around after nodding approvingly that the windows face the parking lot. 

“Grafton said it was okay. Go ask.” He’s betting he won’t do it. 

The soldier backs down. “Okay.” 

Five soldiers file in and take position at the windows. We’re in the waiting room of a 

mortgage company. There are stuffed chairs upholstered in that ugly pattern favored for its 

ability to mask any stain. One of the soldiers switches off the lamps on the scattered tables. 

The lights outside provide more than enough to see by. We huddle at the back of the room. I 

sit on the floor, backpack in front of me, hands under my thighs. 

Nelly sits next to me. “Take your gun out, just in case.” 

I pull it out. It gives my hand something to do. The others sit behind us on chairs. Penny 

murmurs to James. 

James leans forward. “Penny doesn’t think she can use her gun. Should I give it to Peter?” 

Nelly twists his head back. “Pete,” he calls softly. I’m surprised he followed us down here, 

but I’m glad too. 

Peter tears his gaze away from the windows. “Yeah?” 

“Can you shoot a gun?” Nelly mimes shooting a pistol. 

“Um, I never have. How hard can it be?” 

“Well, shooting is easy. Aiming’s the hard part,” Nelly says with a grim smile. 

Peter’s eyes narrow, but Nelly wasn’t making fun of him and he knows it. “I wouldn’t mind 

having it. Any pointers?” 



Nelly kneels and gives him an informal two-minute introduction to handguns. Once Peter 

can sight and hold the gun properly, the lesson is over. The only other thing that would help 

would be target practice, and we hope for none of that. 

Grafton pokes his head in the door. “Ready?” he asks the soldiers. “We have word they’re 

about a half klick away, headed this way, most likely. Lights are going off, just in case that 

draws them.” 

“Ready, Sarge,” replies a young Latino soldier. The others nod. 

“Remember, head shots,” Grafton says. 

The soldier who spoke looks at his compatriots. “If I get bitten, man, take me out. No 

waiting, even if I’m still alive.” 

A dark-skinned soldier gives him a playful palm to the back of the head. “Rodriguez, I’ve 

been waiting for the chance to shoot you. I volunteer.” 

All the guys laugh, and Rodriguez cuffs his buddy with a smile. “I’ll be sure to get you too, 

Park.” 

They all grin. It’s the last thing I see before the lights outside shut off and plunge the room 

into darkness. A small light comes on by the window. Grafton’s features are dark as he nears us. 

His jaw is tight, but he smiles and glances into the shadows, where we’ve lowered our guns. 

Nelly’s shotgun is parked under the chair behind him. 

“You have weapons?” he asks. Nelly nods reluctantly. “Well, we’re supposed to confiscate 

them, but I’m not doing that.” 

I relax. I have my doubts we’re getting the van back, but this gun isn’t going anywhere. 

“You might need them. We’ve seen the footage, and Lexers aren’t easily fought. They just 

don’t stop,” he says with something like wonder then looks out the window. 

“There’s a good chance we can hold them off. If it looks like we can’t beat them the best 

thing to do is run, if you can find a clear exit. Or head upstairs to the men on the roof. I’ve been 

told they’re able to crawl up staircases eventually, but they can’t open doors unless they can 

break them down. The door frames here are metal. It would take a lot to get through them. That 

one group in Chicago held them off for a week. We could do that, no problem.” 

His voice is a mumble; I think he might be talking to himself now. 

“Maybe the Middle East would’ve been better. At least that enemy is human.” 

And I guess he knows the truth about the infection, or has figured it out. 

“Okay, I’ve got to get back out with my men.” He nods once before leaving. 

  



CHAPTER 23 

 

 
My mouth is stuck closed, and the water I sip does nothing. I strain my eyes and imagine 

things moving in the dark: a mass of infected like the ones who attacked the looters. Except I’m 

not safe on my roof right now, with months of food to eat and access to stored water below me. 

All we’ve got is what’s on our backs. We have two places to go: the Palisades and the upper 

floor of this building. The Lexers may not be able to make it up, but if there’s no water, all those 

people will be dead in a week, if not days, trapped up there. 

After what seems like forever, one of the radios carries a warning. “We have approximately 

one hundred Lexers heading our way. ETA of two minutes. Be ready, boys.” 

The soldiers stand at attention. A figure advances out of the gloom and nears the fence. It’s 

followed by another and another. The outside lights blaze to life, and I gasp at the sight. 

The main road is full of infected, of Lexers. They stumble their way over the grass and into 

the lot. The guns and soldiers make no impression on them, except to draw them closer. 

Shots ring out. A man with no lower jaw falls after the top of his head is blown off. A 

woman wearing a bright purple wrap dress drops to the ground with a well-placed shot. A little 

boy, who can’t be more than nine, limps to the fence. His mouth hangs open and his baseball 

cap has slid down over one eye, giving him a rakish look. His parents must be so worried about 

him. His parents might have been the ones who did this to him, I realize, and my mouth goes 

even drier. 

My legs grow weak. These people are dead. They’re dead, and they’re not. If I think about it 

too much I might go crazy, so I push the thought to the back of my mind. I watch the little boy 

stagger from a head shot, and it’s only when he drops to the ground, face-first, that I see his 

shirt wasn’t always brown. Before all the blood, it had been white. 

There’s an older woman who looks like an office worker, a doctor still wearing his white 

coat, a couple of men wearing orange road worker vests. They all fall, but the tide continues as 

they veer off the road. 

There are so many of them. They make it to the fence, where they push and pull and yank. I 

can hear them through the window, even over the gunshots. It’s a cacophony of low, rasping 

cries and drawn-out moans. It sounds like hunger, and we’re the food. I fight the urge to cover 

my ears with my hands and use them to clench my pistol. The gate swings alarmingly, but it 

holds. 

A flash of light out by the main road illuminates the room. The explosion makes us jump. 

For a few minutes they’re killed as fast as they come. But then Rodriguez points out the window 

and shouts. I visibly follow his finger, and the sight forces the air out of my lungs. I tighten my 

sweaty hold on my gun. 

A gigantic throng of infected follows the first. They trip and swarm over the road barricades 

they’ve knocked to the ground. All the noise must have attracted them. Rodriguez, Park and the 

others have a loud conversation over the gunfire. 

Rodriguez turns to us as they run out. “We’ve got to get out there,” he yells. “We’re gonna 

kill those motherLexers!” 

The Lexers at the fence push. Their fingers stretch through the wire, beckoning us. The 

fence buckles at the joints where the panels meet; the sheer force of hundreds of bodies is not 

something it’s made to withstand.  I back up, right into a wide-eyed Penny. 



It sounds like the finale at the Fourth of July fireworks. My heart booms and my stomach 

pounds like a bass drum. Please, please, I chant along with it. Please. But, when the second 

group meets the first at the fence, it bends from the top and the bottom scrapes along the 

pavement. The seam between two panels of fence cracks. A Lexer on the ground slithers 

through. He’s missing an arm, and his shirt hangs open to reveal shredded skin and coagulated 

blood. 

“No!” Penny whispers. 

When she grabs my arm it stops my trembling. I can’t freak out now. She isn’t armed. And 

if the Army can’t protect us then we’re going to have to protect ourselves. 

The Lexer under the fence grasps a soldier’s foot and drags himself toward his ankle with 

his one good arm. His teeth sink into boot. The soldier cracks his head with the butt of his rifle 

and fires on the infected who follow. 

The bright lights turn their skin a garish white, which contrasts with the dark blood most 

wear. Some look like they’re hissing, but it isn’t with any real venom. It’s instinct alone. Their 

eyes are blank, soulless. 

The soldiers retreat into the building. Boots clatter and bang as some head to the roof and 

the shots resume in earnest. The gate bends lower and gives way with the sound of shearing 

metal. The Lexers pour through and squeeze between the vehicles. Now that the worst has 

happened, I’m calmer than I thought I could be. There’s only one thing to do. 

“We have to go,” Nelly says. “Grab your bags.” 

I throw my straps over my shoulders. The others hurl their heavy packs on and look to 

Nelly. 

“Out the back, to the Palisades?” he asks James and me. We nod. 

The soldiers in the lobby pile desks and chairs in front of the glass, while others herd the 

civilians up the stairs. The mother has the boy in her arms, and a soldier carries the screaming 

little girl. 

Grafton intercepts us. “Where are you going?” he yells. 

“The Palisades,” James answers. 

Grafton nods. “I can’t say when we’re going to get any backup, but I can’t leave them.” 

He gestures at the shell-shocked people. The glass of the front door shatters. A pale arm 

covered in dark brown hair pushes through the furniture. The jagged edges slice the skin, but it 

doesn’t stop. 

“Go now!” Grafton shouts. “We’ll keep them back as long as we can. Take the exit doors at 

the end of the hall. It’s clear behind us.” 

My pack’s waist strap is unbuckled, and it slams into me and throws me forward with every 

step. A piercing siren wails as the door flies open. Everyone is through except Peter. He 

hesitates. 

“Peter, come on!” I yell. 

His eyes are huge and he jumps at a crash from inside. “I said I’d—” 

I can’t believe he’s considering staying. We have to go now; there’s no time to argue. 

Ana leans in and pulls his sleeve. “Peter!” 

His pack throws him off balance, but he rights himself and staggers through the door. I push 

it closed before following them onto the grass. 

James raises his gun and shouts over the alarm. “Over there!” 

Three infected have rounded the corner of the building. Nelly and I aim, but before we can 

fire they land in three thumps on the ground. I look up in confusion. 



“We got you covered to the trees. Go!” shouts a dark form on the roof. I can’t be sure, but it 

sounds like Rodriguez. I’m glad he’s still alive. 
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Chapter One 
 

 

The sound of my running feet began to quicken. It was somewhat lyrical, the consistent 

pit-pats of my feet slapping the ground. Calming almost…At least it would have been if I 

weren’t running for my life right now. Damn zombies. 

It was supposed to be a quick routine scavenging mission. I’d done it so many times in 

the past year, how did it go so terribly wrong? Oh yeah, that’s right—Josie and her big mouth! I 

needed to remember to give her a good punch when we got back to camp. Man, I loved that girl, 

but she really needed to use her brain sometimes. 

“Josie, go to the left and I’ll go right. We’ll circle around and meet back up. Maybe then 

we can lose some of these bastards,” I said as I gestured to the twelve corpses that trailed behind 

us. 

All of them were just as gory and decomposed as the next, with their missing limbs and 

ripped up skin. It’s maddening to believe these guys are so threatening to our existence. I guess 

the fact that they can run is what makes them so scary—well, that and they’re all hell-bent on 

eating every last living human being. 

The thought makes me shiver. 

With a nod Josie veered off to the right, separating us with a broad section of forest. 

Jumping over a log and sliding underneath yet another branch, I crawled underneath 

some thick shrubbery. I peeked through the leaves and watched as the seven zombies that had 

followed us wandered aimlessly until they drifted off in the opposite direction. 

It’s a good thing zombies are as dense as lead. 

 Once I was sure they were gone, I pulled myself out. As I brushed the dirt off my pants I 

was startled by a blood-curdling scream. Instinctively I bolted toward the sound. 

 The world passed by me in a blur. I was running in such a trance that I almost ran right 

into the cluster that had formed underneath a tree—a tree that my best, very air-headed friend 

had scurried up with the hope to lose them. Unfortunately for her it didn’t work, and now she 

was trapped. 



 “Oh for Christ’s sake, Josie!” I said to no one in particular as I face-palmed myself. 

“Ariel,” she screamed with sheer terror, “I’m scared!” 

“Josie, just hold on for one sec— Crap!” 

Apparently Josie wasn’t the only one that needed to watch her mouth. All my screaming 

had attracted the attention of three of the zombies that were chasing her. 

 These ones were much slower than the others. You could always tell how old a zombie 

was by how it moved. The newer the zombie, the quicker and more agile they were. And these 

ones were pretty slow. 

“Josie, when are you going to learn?” I sighed as I unsheathed my machete and sliced at 

the first one’s neck. “What’s rule numero uno?” 

“Al…Alw…Always stay quiet,” she stuttered. 

“Oh, so you do know it?” I questioned as I finished off the second zombie by stabbing 

my blade through its eye socket. I rarely referred to the zombies as ‘he’ or ‘she’ anymore. After a 

year of this crap you began to learn that they were not people anymore. 

“Yes, Ariel,” she sighed dramatically. “I’m not as stupid as you think.” 

“If I recall, you squealed because you walked through a spider web. Seems slightly stupid 

to me.” 

Sliding out of the tree, she began to swing wildly at the remaining two corpses. “Well not 

all of us are impervious to fear, Ariel. I happen to hate spiders.” 

“You’re right. Sorry I’m more afraid of being eaten alive than a teensy spider.” 

“It most certainly was not ‘teensy.’ It was big, black, and hairy. That’s the worst kind of 

spider,” she grunted back as she continued to battle it out with the two. 

Letting out an extremely exaggerated sigh, I stood up from my crouching position with 

intent to exterminate. We didn’t have time to waste. It would be nightfall soon and rule numero 

dos was 'always be in before nightfall,' for obvious reasons. 

“Whatever, Josie. We need to get back to camp. It’s getting dark. Kale’s probably losing 

it right now.” 

With the mention of Kale, Josie got a little ‘pep in her step’ and quickly put an end to her 

duel. 

“Dang, girl, why couldn’t you have done that sooner?” I asked, staring at the head now 

rolling away from her feet. 



“Just needed some motivation,” she said while batting her eyes. “Kale’s so dreamy.” 

“I think I just puked a little,” I joked back as I pushed the last remaining zombie with a 

log I’d acquired. 

“How can you say that?” she squealed. 

She was right, though: Kale was pretty ‘dreamy.’ He was a six-foot, blond hair, blue-eyed 

beauty. 

“Oh I don’t know… Maybe it’s the fact that my best friend gets all creepy whenever he’s 

mentioned,” I said while preparing for the killing blow. The zombie had been knocked down by 

my hit and was struggling to get up. I was in the process of lining up my boot with its temple 

when an arrow suddenly appeared in its eye, robbing me of my kill… 

“Oh come on, Josie! That was my kill,” I started to yell. 

“Tha… That wasn’t me,” she said with wide eyes as she stared off into the trees. 

“That’s not funny, Josie. How do you expect me to believe that there’s anyone else out 

here but us?” 

“Because there is,” came a dark and husky voice. 

“Holy shit.” 

  



 

Chapter Two 
 

 

It’d been like six months since my quaint group and I had seen any sign of life, and right 

there was a living, breathing human being. There were way too many thoughts floating around in 

my brain to think of a response, so I settled on drool. Yep, you heard that right: I drooled on 

myself. 

“Jesus, Ariel,” Josie huffed and elbowed me in the ribs, hard. “I know you’ve gone 

months without a real shower and you’re covered in blood, but you can at least save yourself of 

drool… Actually no, the drool is necessary. He’s gorgeous!” 

Oh wow. I’d been so blown away that we’d found another person that I didn’t even think 

to look at him. 

I peeked through my mangled crimson red hair that had made its home in my eyes. 

 Chocolate brown hair poked slightly out from underneath his hood. He had a slight five 

o’clock shadow, and the way he stood gave him an arrogant look. But what really got me was 

how quickly my eyes locked on something: sparkling silver-blue eyes. And they were staring 

right at me. 

He gave me a cocky half grin and I dropped my gaze. 

He leaned against a nearby tree and put his hands in his pockets. “See something you 

like, ladies?” he asked dryly. 

“Why you little punk,” I spat. “That was my kill.” 

Looking up at the descending sun, he continued, completely ignoring me. “It’s going to 

be dark soon, and two pretty ladies such as you would not fare well out here.” 

“We were ‘faring’ perfectly fine without you,” I sneered. 

“Oh yeah, you guys were handling it just fine.” He winked. 

“For your information, I took out two and was about to take the third one when you ever 

so heroically finished it for me.” 

He chuckled at that, sending me into a rage. 

“Who the hell are you anyways, huh?” 



He pulled his hood off and walked toward me. “The names Finn, milady. Pleasure to 

meet you—wait, who the hell are you? 

“I’m Josie, but you can call me anything you like,” she said, nudging him with her hip. 

“Hey Josie, I think you dropped something...” I handed her an imaginary object. “I think 

it’s your dignity.” 

She slapped my hand away. “Loosen up, Ariel. It’s pretty rare to come across a genuine 

hottie these days.” 

“So, Ariel is it?” Finn asked, drawing my attention back to him. Holding his hand out, he 

finished with, “Nice to meet you, Ari.” 

“It’s Arie-l,” I corrected, grabbing his hand, “and I don’t like when people steal my kills.” 

Finn gripped my hand tightly. “Lighten up, doll face.” 

“That’s it,” I warned him, “I’m punching you.” 

“Come on, Ari.” He jerked back in order to avoid my fist. 

“Guys, as much as I enjoy your gross flirting, it will be dark soon. We need to go.” 

“He’s not going anywhere,” I protested. 

Josie rolled her eyes. “We don’t have time for this. Let’s go.” 

“Yes, ’tis time to go home, Ari… Say, where is ‘home’ anyways?” he asked. 

“Call me Ari one more time and you die.” 

  



 

Chapter Three 
 

 

“All I’m saying, Ari, is that you should have killed him with one blow.” 

I gave him a fake city girl laugh. “Finn is it? Yeah, you can go fuck yourself.” 

“Such a fiery temper,” Finn exhaled, quickly adding under his breath, “I was just trying 

to give you some pointers.” 

“I don’t need your pointers, creep.” 

“Guys, seriously?! Shut up. You’re both children. What’s rule numero uno?” Josie 

strolled ahead of us muttering to herself. 

“All I’m saying is that maybe if Ari over he—OW!” 

He didn’t get a chance to finish before I socked him right in the arm. 

God, could this walk take any longer? I’d done nothing but walk for almost a year and 

it’d never bothered me as much as it did right then. Who was this guy anyway? In fact, I wanted 

to know where the hell he came from. It just seemed way too coincidental, him being way out 

there. “So Fi—” 

“There you are! I’ve been worried sick.” Kale threw his arms up out of frustration. 

Apparently we had arrived back at camp, but I was too distracted to really notice. “You 

should’ve been back hours ago.” 

“Yes, Mom. Sorry, Mom.” I rolled my eyes even though I was just as happy to be home. 

“We got distracted,” I added, shooting Josie a playful glare. 

“A distraction?” he asked. 

“There was a spider,” I said blandly. 

“Ahem, it was a big spider,” Josie shot back. “I killed it though, don’t worry, Kale.” 

I yawned. “Yep and then about five zombies—” 

 “Don’t forget you managed to ditch seven,” Finn interjected. 

Immediately Kale’s attention went to Finn. “Who are you?” 

“Finn,” he said coolly. 

Before Kale could respond, a very loud, very shrill voice filled the air. “Yes, it’s 



fabulous! Skank and the not-so-little mermaid have returned. Fan-flipping-tas—” Chloe stopped 

and swished her silky auburn hair in Finn’s direction. “And who’s this?” 

“The name’s Finn. And whom might you be?” Finn smiled her way. 

“Keep your legs shut, Chloe.” I glared at her. 

I don’t know why, but it irked me that she’d already taken interest in Finn. I couldn’t 

really blame her; he was gorgeous. An obvious asshat, but still gorgeous... 

“Chloe,” he said, tasting it on his lips. “That’s a pretty name for a pretty lady.” 

“Aren’t you charming?” she swooned. 

“Oh yeah, he’s real cute all right,” Kale gagged. “We got ourselves a modern day Romeo 

on our hands.” 

We both laughed. 

Chloe reached for Finn’s hand, which of course he accepted. “Come, I’ll show you 

around.” 

Ever since I was a kid I’d disliked Chloe. She was always ‘that girl.’ You know, that one 

that always got what you wanted. After all, she was a beautiful girl—on the outside. On the 

inside she was a jealous, manipulative snob. Since we’d been forced to work together I hadn’t 

seen her do a thing that didn’t benefit her. 

The only reason she was even with us was because of rule numero tres: 'safety in 

numbers'. Even then I didn’t approve. It was Henry. He wanted to save everyone, bless his heart. 

Still, I had to wonder, out of everyone to run into... Why did it have to be her we saved while 

fleeing the city? 

Kale gave me a not-so-gentle jab to my ribs. 

“Ow.” 

“Seriously,” he said, irritation lining his voice, “where did you find this guy?” 

I watched Chloe and Josie play tug-of-war with Finn and laughed. “He just kind of 

appeared... And stole my kill!” 

“He didn’t.” Kale knew exactly why this was so important to me. I couldn’t help it; there 

was something really satisfying about disposing of them. It was a good way to work out all your 

pent-up frustrations. 

My life before the outbreak wasn’t particularly tough. I was a twenty-two-year-old with a 

high school diploma, I lived with my boyfriend of two years, and was working at the local ice 



cream joint five days a week. So it was pretty normal, but even then just the stress of everyday 

living can wear you down. Plus it was kind of like a game between Kale and I. 

“He did.” I chewed on the inside of my lip. 

“He must be on your shit list, huh?” 

“You best believe.” I rolled my eyes. “We should keep an eye on him though. Something 

about him just seems off.” 

Kale looked up at the sky for a moment, then sighed. “We should probably get in 

formation. We don’t have much daylight left.” 



 

Chapter Four 
 

 

“You expect me to sleep up there?!” Finn exclaimed. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” 

Kale straightened out his posture and folded his arms. “Where else would you sleep? 

Most certainly not on the ground, out in the open.” 

Finn opened his mouth to retort, but promptly shut it. “Good point.” 

“If you want, you can sleep up here with me,” Chloe called from atop her tree. 

Not too long ago we raided an adamant hunter’s place. In addition to a few rounds of 

ammunition, we found a couple tree chairs. From what Kale explained, hunters used those to 

hide up in trees while they waited for unsuspecting prey. We figured those would come in handy. 

So far, they have.    

“Oh please.” I rolled my eyes. 

“That is so polite of you. It would be rude of me not to accept,” Finn replied with a 

wicked smile. “Just give me a moment.” 

I turned to walk away. If I stayed any longer I just might have puked. “Goodnight. Oh, 

and please don’t kill us in our sleep...” 

“Is that jealousy I sense in your voice?” Finn wiggled his eyebrow. 

“You’re a fre—“ 

I didn’t get a chance to finish before he grabbed my extended arm and pulled me in to 

him. “You are so feisty.” 

I shoved him back, disgust written all over my face. “Ew.” 

After that weird exchange I practically ran back to my tree. 

Aw, my tree. It was the closest thing I’d had to a room in ages. With all the time I spent 

up there, I’d really grown to appreciate the aged bark and the lovely scenery. At first I was rather 

irritated waking up every morning with bark in my hair, but now it was just a part of life. I loved 

the smell that came with being surrounded by pine all the time. It reminded me of Christmas. I 

even liked the way the bark would scratch my legs when I’d climb up over my sleeping branch.   

Sleeping in a tree also gives you the advantage of seeing everything that’s going on 



around you. I could see our entire camp, which wasn’t much. It was a cluster of seven trees that 

tightly surrounded a small clearing, but it was still nonetheless home. The river was even in my 

sight, the beautiful blue water twinkling in the distance. It acted as my very own bedtime mobile. 

Unfortunately we’d be moving on soon. We were always moving. Wasn’t safe to stay in 

one place for too long, plus we’d exhausted our resources. The only thing that stayed the same 

was our direction. Moving up the coastline seemed like the best idea at the time so that’s what 

we did. We didn’t even know what we were looking for. Didn’t really matter, I guess. After all, 

we had all the time in the world to figure it out. 

I climbed out across the branch that secured my tree chair and buckled myself in. These 

tree chairs may have been the best things we’d found so far, but that didn’t mean they were 

comfortable. Really, we could never be comfortable—not with the world in this condition. Still, 

I’d do anything to not sleep on the ground, especially after what happened last time. 

“Rest in peace, Henry,” I whispered. “I miss you.” 

“Henry? Who’s Henry?” I heard someone yell. “You got something you need to tell me, 

Ari?” 

Ari. 

I should have guessed it: Finn. 

I peered over the branch to find Finn down below, crossing his arms. “What do you want? 

I have some beauty sleep to catch up on.” 

“Eh,” he shrugged. “You could stand to lose a minute or two.” 

I squinted at him. “Seriously, why are you here? You have Chloe crawling in her skin just 

to get to you.” 

Finn picked at his nails casually. “She was too easy, it made it no fun. Plus I always sorta 

fancied redheads.” 

“Well you won’t find any fun over here.” I brushed him off, even though my stomach 

was in a frenzy over the flattery. “Wait. Did you just say ‘fancied?’ Give me a break.” 

“Are you gonna keep blowing me off or can I come up there already?” 

“No.” 

Finn frowned dramatically. “Soo… Yes?” 

“No, I said—” 

It was too late; Finn was already halfway up. 



“Sorry, I wasn’t listening. What were you saying?” he asked as he plopped down on the 

branch slightly above mine. 

“Never mind,” I huffed with displeasure. Maybe if I stayed quiet long enough he’d just 

give up and leave. 

“You can’t silence me away,” he said as if he were reading my mind. 

Fine. Then I might as well try to learn a little more about our mystery guest. 

“Where did you come from?” 

“Hmm?” he hummed. 

“Where did you come from?” I repeated. 

“Nowhere.” He shrugged, looking off into the distance. “Where’d you come from?” 

“When a mommy and a daddy really love each other—” 

“Exactly. You don’t want to answer it either.” 

“Fine. Where are you headed?” I tried again. 

“Wherever the wind takes me, love.” 

“What’s with the whole ‘tough guy’ act?” I asked out of pure curiosity. 

Finn looked back at me with a smirk. “What’s with the whole ‘not interested’ act?” 

I turned away and muttered, “Asshat.” 

“What did you call me?” he laughed. 

“An asshat. You’re a hat, for asses,” I explained. 

“I’m glad you could clear that up for me. Thank you.” He continued laughing. 

Soon enough the silence started to poke through our conversation, until we just gave up 

and let it take over. Technically there was never complete silence. The wind was always blowing 

and with that it carried the moans and groans for the dead—but it was as quiet as could be. 

“Ari?” Finn asked, breaking the long silence. 

“Yes?” 

“You never answered my question.” 

I huffed. “You’ll just have to accept that not all girls are swooning at your feet.” 

I wasn’t looking, but I could hear the rumbling in his throat as he chuckled to himself. 

“Not that question.” 

Okay, now I was confused. “What question then?” 

“Who’s Henry?” he asked again with the most sincerity I’d heard from him so far. 



I exhaled sharply. “Henry is… err, was my boyfriend.” 

“Was?” he prodded. 

I closed my eyes tightly, trying to see him. Henry. My dearest love. “I lost him when we 

were fleeing the city.” 

Finn reached down and patted my head as if I were a child. “I’m sorry, Ariel.” 

“Who hasn’t lost somebody these days? Everyone’s got their own story. Their own pity 

party.” 

“That doesn’t make it any less sad.” He said it like he wasn’t just telling me, but like it 

was a simple fact. 

Before I could stop myself, I blurted, “Who’d you lose?” 

Finn tensed up. “No one.” 

“I don’t believe that.” I don’t know why I couldn’t stop. I was being pretty insensitive, 

but I had to know the reason behind his ‘cool,’ unattached attitude. 

“Believe what you want, doesn’t make you right,” he replied completely devoid of any 

emotion. 

“Lucky for you then.” 

Finn turned toward me abruptly, his face plastered with disgust. “Lucky?” 

I recoiled slightly. “I’m sorry... I didn’t mean to offend you. I just meant that that’s lucky 

because you haven’t had to experience that kind of pain.” 

“No, you’re right.” He started climbing down. “I’ve just had to deal with the pain of not 

having anyone to care about if I lost them.” 

And just like that, he was gone. To be honest, I was actually sorry I had offended him. 

Even if I thought he was a creep, I did sort of enjoy our banter. 



 

Chapter Five 
 

 

“Ariel!” screamed Henry. “Ariel, where are you?” 

“I’m over here!” I tried to scream, but nothing came out. 

Everything was in a frenzy. Josie and I were running—to where, I do not know. I couldn’t 

even stop. I so badly wanted to stop and run toward him, but I couldn’t. It was like I wasn’t even 

in control of my body. And for some reason I was filled with an immense sense of dread, like 

something bad was happening. 

“Just run!” he screamed again, his voice echoing throughout the dark forest. “I’ll lead 

them away.” 

Finally regaining control of myself, I turned around just in time to see the faint outline of 

a campfire disappearing into the darkness. 

 



 

Chapter Six 
 

 

“What the hell?” Sitting up, I took in my surroundings. Right in my tree chair, where I 

remember being. I shook it off. “Stupid nightmares...” 

It was still early morning. I could tell because there was a fine layer of mist in the air. 

That and the ghouls were still camped out under our trees. Thank God for these tree chairs. 

“I must be the first one up.” 

“Second, actually.” 

Hearing that voice locked my irritable mood in for the day. 

“Finn.” 

He leaned against the base of my tree arrogantly as the ghouls fumbled over each other to 

get to him. “I just wanted to say sorry.” 

“Sorry? I didn’t even know that word was in your dictionary.” 

“Yeah, well, you seemed really upset that I stole your kill last night. Thought I’d pop by 

and send my regards,” he smirked. 

Taken aback by his sudden chivalry, I stared at him quizzically. “You. Are. Sorry?” 

Finn put his hand over his heart. “I’m hurt you’d think I was so insensitive. It just goes to 

show you, you don’t have me as figured out as you thought you did.” 

“I never claimed to know you,” I objected. “We only just met twelve hours ago.” 

“Feels like a lifetime ago to me,” he sighed. 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

He twirled his blade around his finger and launched it right into a ghoul’s face. Then he 

walked over casually and snatched the dagger from its mouth. Pointing it up at me, he winked 

then wandered away out of sight. I needed to get down there soon before all the fun was over and 

I got stuck on cleanup duty. 

Rummaging through my pack, I pulled out an old band tee—one of the only things I’d 

managed to keep from before the outbreak. It was a Beatles shirt, with the Abby Road album 

cover on it. One of my favorite albums. Along with the Beatles shirt I donned a pair of faded, 



incredibly dirty jeans and a gray hoody, and as always, my shin-high lace-up boots. I finished the 

look by sloppily combing my fingers through my hair and pulling it into a messy bun. 

Lining up my jump perfectly, I hopped down the last bit of tree and on top of the poor 

ghoul who had the misfortune to choose me to try to eat. It struggled and strained to get up, 

wailing and groaning the whole time. Taking pity on it, I pulled out my machete. In one swing I 

sliced through its neck. 

Besides that one, there seemed to be no other threats around camp—only a trail of dead 

ones forming a path into the surrounding forest. With nothing better to do, I followed the trail. As 

I counted the bodies I couldn’t help but notice that each corpse had an arrow through its right 

eye. Finn may have been an asshat, but he had skill. Which led me to wonder… Just where did 

he come from? 

The trail eventually came to an end. It led straight down a mild hill to a small clearing 

that was nearby. In the middle of the clearing was Finn, and he appeared to be crouched over 

something. What it was, I couldn’t tell. 

“Are you just going to stand there and stalk me from afar or do you care to see what I’m 

doing?” he called. 

“I’m not sure,” I called back. “Is it something I actually want to see?” 

“We’ll never know until you look.” 

Okay, he got me. I was curious. 

“This better be worth it,” I huffed. 

As I approached him I could see that he was kneeling on top of an immobilized carcass. 

She had long strawberry blonde hair that was matted with mud. Just like the others, her skin was 

the color of ash and her eyes a milky white. Although her jaw had been ripped and pried away 

from its socket, she was actually in pretty good condition. In fact I’d say she was really quite 

stunning. 

Finn looked over his shoulder at me. “Do you like it?” 

I stared at him for a moment, not really sure what to make of it. “Um... What the hell are 

you doing?” 

His eyes flashed between silver and blue. “She’s for you.” 

I stared at him in aghast. “Normal guys give girls chocolate or a stupid cutesy stuffed 

animal. What am I supposed to do with that?” 



He stared at me expressionlessly. “Har-har. No. Like I said, you seemed really upset 

about me taking that kill from you. I figured you might appreciate the gesture.” 

“Actually…” I stared at him in amazement. Finn may have been a douche, but he sure 

could be charming. I just couldn’t let him know that I thought that. “I do.” 

“Well?” He stood up abruptly and motioned toward the dead girl. She started to rise, 

reaching out at me. Her fingers had been worn down, revealing sharpened bone. It always made 

the zombies way more threatening when their fingers were like that. One nasty scratch from 

those bad boys and you were as good as dead. 

I turned to him, grinning from ear to ear. “Don’t mind if I do.” 

He backed up a bit, giving me some room to ‘play.’ 

The zombie lurched at me, letting loose that God-awful wail that they tended to make. 

Her face twisted with desire. I took a small step back so I could pull out my blade. When I was 

ready, I charged at it. Like a robot she continued to come at me. Even as I sliced her arms off, she 

kept going. Finally, feeling bored, I pulled my dagger from my ankle strap and threw it. It hit 

directly in the center of her forehead. 

I could hear Finn clapping behind me. “Great shooting, Tex.” 

“Plenty of time to practice,” I grunted as I pried the blade from her skull. 

When I turned back to him he was sitting underneath a nearby tree. He had his legs 

straightened out and was patting the ground next to him. Without thinking I went and sat down. 

“Can I ask you something?” He smiled awkwardly. 

“That depends.” I gave him a weary look. 

Finn turned away. “Why did you get so upset last night?” 

I picked at the grass next to me. “Okay, let me clarify. I was not ‘so upset.’ I was mildly 

irked.” 

“Okay,” he chuckled softly. “Why were you so mildly irked?” 

“It’s stupid.” 

“I doubt that.” 

Realizing that I’d picked the ground bald, I folded my hands in my lap. “It’s a game Kale 

and I play.” 

Finn’s eyebrows perked up. “A game? Do go on.” 

I huffed out of frustration. It wasn’t that I was mad he was asking, it’s that it was a sore 



topic. But maybe if I told him something about me, he might do the same. 

“Shortly after Henry and I got separated we came across Kale. Since he was alone we 

offered him a spot in our little group. After time, we all got to know each other. And Kale got to 

know how competitive I could be. He also learned about Henry and how I was in the process of 

mourning him. To get my mind off of the subject, Kale came up with a game.” Talking about this 

made me feel slightly embarrassed, but Finn kept his eyes on mine and nodded, so I continued. 

“We would compete to get more kills.” 

“Well that seems fairly simple.” 

“Well, there was more to it than just whoever killed the most.” I leaned back onto my 

hands. “Each zombie had different point values, ya know? Like a new zombie would get you 

three points. Old zombie, one point. Even the way you killed them could get you bonus points. 

At the end of the day we’d tally up our points.” 

“Now we’re talking!” He whistled. “What does the winner get?” 

“Seeing how there’s very little things of value to us now, the loser would give an IOU.” 

Finn shot me a puzzled look. “IOUs?” 

I laughed. “Yeah, you know, like ‘I owe you’ something.” 

“I know what an ‘IOU’ is.” He jokingly nudged me. “What were they for though?” 

“Favors.” I shoved him back. “But mostly things that we’d do once the world goes back 

to normal.” 

He half smiled, revealing a small dimple. “That’s cute.” 

“What’s cute?” I blushed against my will. 

“That you still have hope.” 

My face fell instantly. “Why wouldn’t I?” 

He leaned back against the tree and scoffed. “Have you not taken a look around you?” 

“All the more reason to have hope.” I curled my fists. “If we don’t have hope then what 

else do we have?” 

Finn stared at me dumbfounded. 

“Exactly.” I tried to stand, but he promptly grabbed my hand and pulled me back. 

This was all an act. He wouldn’t be here if he didn’t have something he believed in—

whether it be love or hope, fear of death or fear of losing. There was always a motivation. My 

group and I had been traveling for almost a year now, meaning we’d stumbled upon tons of 



suicide scenes. Suicides that took place because they were alone and hopeless. Those poor souls 

had nothing to keep them going so they stopped moving. 

“Ahem,” Finn cleared his throat, “you’re staring at me.” 

 To be honest, I hadn’t known. I was too lost in thought to be aware of what my body was 

doing. “Well this is embarrassing. I’ll be leaving now, I think.” 

“Stay.” He put his hand on my knee. 

Resisting the urge to slap his hand away, I leaned back, this time lying flat on my back so 

I could stare at the clouds, which in Oregon were always in abundance. Once upon a time I used 

to loath the cloudy skies that plagued our moderately sized town of Eugene. Now I would steal a 

glance any chance I got. 

“It’s amazing,” I said softly, not really to anyone in particular. “Even when civilization is 

crumbling around us, the skies never change. No matter how many people die or how many 

places decay from neglect, the sky is always as it was.” 

Finn grunted in agreement. “Where were you when this all started?” 

I turned and stared at him lazily, not sure if I felt like answering. After all, what had he 

shared with me? 

“I only ask,” he added, most likely sensing my attitude toward the question, “because I 

feel like we’ll be seeing a whole lot of each other for a while. It’d be a good idea to get to know 

who I’ll be spending so much time with.” 

“You figure that, do you?” I squinted at him. He was high if he thought we’d just let him 

in our group without him telling us anything about himself. 

Finn gave me a brilliant smile. “Safety in numbers, love.” 

The way he said it sounded eerily familiar. “Where’d you hear that from?” 

Finn closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them again they were more silver 

than blue. He turned away from me and stared at the clouds, his hair spiking up from underneath 

his hood. 

“A buddy of mine used to say it a lot.” 

I raised my brows in surprise. “A buddy, huh? You have friends?” 

“A friend,” he corrected me, his voice stern. “The others weren’t my friends.” 

“There were ‘others,’ huh? Where are they now?” I looked around dramatically. 

“In hell, and if they ain’t there yet then they’re on their way,” he answered matter-of-



factly. 

I couldn’t help but notice the way he fidgeted at this change in subject. His knuckles had 

turned white as he tightened his grip on his knees. And you could see his jaw moving up and 

down as he ground his teeth. 

“Why’d you leave?” I asked hesitantly. I didn’t know anything about this guy. Who 

knows, if I got him mad enough he might just snap my neck. 

“Why wouldn’t I leave?” he laughed sadly. “Everyone there was as sadistic as the next. 

My buddy was the only one I could tolerate. After he left I couldn’t handle it anymore. One thing 

led to the next and here I am.” 

Sensing his growing anxiety, I decided to throw him a bone. He’d shared with me; I guess 

it was my turn now. 

“I was at work.” 

Finn relaxed almost instantly, turning toward me. “What?” 

“I was at work when everything happened,” I repeated. 

“Well,” he urged, “paint me a picture. Spin me a tale. Entertain me.” 

“You’re weird,” I laughed, a good hardy laugh. “It’s a pretty typical story, but if you 

insist—” 

“Oh I insist.” He smiled excitedly. 

I rolled my eyes playfully. “Henry and I worked together, you see, at the local Dairy 

Queen. It was your typical Wednesday. We woke up, enjoyed the afternoon, then at four-thirty 

we headed to work. That’s when we started noticing something was up. I wanted to dodge all the 

traffic so I took the expressway that was alongside the train tracks for about five miles. A mile 

down the road we noticed a massive train.” 

“What could be so weird about a train?” Finn inquired. 

“What was weird,” I gave him a glare for interrupting, “was that the train was as long as 

the distance we were traveling and then some. It got weirder when we realized that it was a 

military train and it was carrying a dozen or so cars, and the rest of it was mysterious cargo 

containers.” 

“Okay that’s a little strange,” he admitted. 

My story appeared to be entertaining enough; he had his legs pulled up to his chest and 

he was resting his head on his arms, which were crossed on top of his knees. 



“When we got to work we found that it had been incredibly slow during the day, and it 

proved to stay the same for our shift. At about seven or so we had our first customer. He didn’t 

order anything, he just went straight to the bathroom. The bathroom was located down a small 

hallway that was perpendicular to the main door, so we hardly got a glimpse of him. What we did 

notice was the horrid smell he brought. It wasn’t until later when we learned what that smell was: 

death. He really creeped us out, but he wasn’t doing anything wrong so we let him be.” 

“Get to the good part,” Finn yawned with a smile. “You know—blood, chaos, and 

mayhem.” 

“It’s called setting the stage.” I flicked his nose. 

He rubbed it as he glared, but otherwise remained silent. 

“Anyway, eventually we forgot about him and went to the back, leaving Dion to watch 

the front.” I had to pause to prepare. Dion was one of my dearest friends. He was so genuine and 

kind to everyone, and with everything happening the way it did I never really had a chance to 

mourn him—or anyone, for that matter. 

Finn, sensing my discomfort, placed his hand on my leg. “You don’t have to talk about 

this. I can tell it’s upsetting you.” 

“I appreciate your sympathy,” I smiled warmly, “but I want to talk about it. I’ve never 

had a chance before. It’s kind of nice to get it out there.” 

He pulled his hand away and folded it neatly in his lap. “Well, whenever you’re ready.” 

“As I stuffed a chicken strip down my throat, there was a blood curdling scream. Dion’s 

scream. Immediately we all rushed to the front. The man from the bathroom was on top of Dion. 

He had ripped his throat out and was eating it. There was blood everywhere.” I shuddered, 

remembering the gruesome scene. “When he sensed us he broke away from Dion and lunged at 

us. Instinctively we ran to the back. I went into the office to call 911 while Henry looked for a 

way to immobilize him. Everyone was in a full-out panic, screaming and running every which 

way to avoid the crazy man. Since everyone was so distracted by what was happening, no one 

noticed that another one had come in through the back door.” 

“I feel like I’m reading a scary book,” Finn frowned. “I’m sorry you had to go through 

this.” 

I smiled dejectedly. As sad as it was, we all had our stories. At least that part was over 

now and we were all more knowledgeable about what was going on. It made it easier to avoid 



situations like that. 

“When I had gone to leave the office after numerous unsuccessful calls, I came face to 

face with it. The lower half of his face was gone—eaten. You could even see bite marks where 

the skin was torn. And just like the other, he had gray skin and milky white eyes. I tried to 

scream, but he was already on me. Luckily Henry had enough sense still in him. He came up and 

bashed it in the head with the industrial can opener.” I almost laughed at the thought. “‘I’ve 

always wanted to do that to someone’ he said—” 

Finn burst out laughing. I could understand a chuckle, but he was in a full-out fit of 

laughter. 

“Ahh, that guy,” he said. 

I eyed him skeptically. “Yeah, it was kind of funny…?!” 

Having recovered, he looked at me apprehensively. “Sorry, please continue.” 

“After the two threats had been disposed of, we regrouped. Now, we’ve all seen enough 

horror movies to know what was going on. A few of the others objected, but it was obviously out 

of fear, not that they didn’t believe us. What the real question was, was what do we do about it? 

No one wanted to stay together despite Henry’s suggestion. I understand though—everyone has 

their family and friends to worry about, so we all scattered.” 

“Where did you go?” 

I looked at him sideways, giving him a gloating smile. “That, my friend, is a story for 

another time.” 

“Well shoot.” Finn stood up and brushed his pants off. “What a shame. I was rather 

excited to hear how the story ends.” 

I followed his lead and started walking back to camp. “You know how it ends.” 

“I do?” he called after me. 

“Well I’m here and Henry and none of my family are,” I yelled over my shoulder. “Now 

come on, we’ve got work to do.” 



 

Chapter Seven 
 

 

Before we even got back to camp, it became evident that the others were awake. We 

could hear Chloe whining about getting stuck on cleanup duty. 

“What’s the point?” she groaned. “We are leaving this afternoon anyways.” 

Don’t get me wrong, I still hated the witch, but she had a good point. Not to mention 

cleanup duty was a pain in the butt. First you had to drag all the bodies into a neat pile, which 

was extremely exhausting. Then you had to start a fire to burn their remains. The whole process, 

although necessary, was incredibly tedious. 

“I never thought I’d agree with ‘Barbie’ over here,” I interjected as we emerged from the 

woods, “but seriously.” 

Chloe tossed me a scowl and turned away, her silky hair bouncing behind her. Finn, 

without missing a beat, followed. I just didn’t understand. He had the appearance of a douche, 

but there was something else there, something deep. He was smart and actually kind of 

thoughtful. Why did he insist on chasing her? 

I came to a stop next to Kale. He was crouched down next to a corpse I recognized from 

earlier. The killing blow must have only severed the spinal cord. Her body remained motionless, 

but her eyes and mouth moved slightly. 

“I’m getting real sick of this, Ariel,” Kale spoke softly. “It’s the same thing day after day. 

Wake up, kill, run, kill, scavenge, run, sleep, and repeat. I don’t know how much longer I can 

keep going.” 

I looked at him in disbelief. “Don’t talk like that, Kale!” 

Once someone voiced their doubt, it signified the beginning of the end for them. And I’d 

be damned if I let Kale give up. Not now, not when there was no reason to. Sure, our lives 

seemed a bit simple now; but regardless of what state your life was in, it was still going to be 

repetitive. In fact, I actually kind of preferred this life. I just wished I had more of my loved ones 

with me. 

“The only reason I’ve gotten this far is because I have you and Josie. If you hadn’t found 



me that day, it probably would’ve been my last.” He kept his eyes on those of the wounded 

corpse as he spoke. 

 “What about Chloe?” I poked him teasingly, trying to lighten the mood. 

He smirked. “As for Chloe, well, she’s just kind of there.” 

“We’ll find a place soon, Kale.” I placed my hand on his shoulder. “There has to be 

someplace we can feel safe again. Just don’t give up, not yet.” 

“I’ll try,” he said somberly, “but let’s be real. There’s nothing out there. Everything we 

knew is gone.” 

“That’s not true. It’s there, we just haven’t found it yet.” 

Kale sighed heavily before he stomped down on the paralyzed zombie’s head. “I hope 

you’re right,” he whispered, then walked away. 

This place had by far been my favorite. The scenery was beyond beautiful and I was 

surely going to miss it. So knowing that we’d be leaving soon, I decided to take one last trip 

down to the riverbank. Maybe that would help me organize my thoughts. 

The walk to the river was almost as relaxing as the river itself: the path was lined with 

trees ranging in shades of red to yellow and the sun shone through them at just the right angle, 

giving everything a sort of angelic glow. 

This trail led to a small clearing that was less than attractive. It was always so dry and 

dusty. But on the other side was the riverbank. The riverbank was my own personal paradise. A 

perfect line of trees marked the beginning of the shore—the shore that was complete with crisp, 

almost clear blue water, perfect skipping rocks, and the only noise was the sound of the moving 

water. 

I walked over and sat down at my usual spot, straight ahead of the trail next to an 

assortment of large rocks. When it was sunny enough I rather liked sunbathing on them. They 

reminded me of a miniature version of Pride Rock from The Lion King. Alas, the weather today 

was less than ideal, so I resorted to leaning against it cross-legged. 

I ran my hands across the smooth rocks below me until I found the one. It was perfectly 

even and round. Balancing it in my hand, I felt out the weight. Flawless. Henry was always 

trying to teach me how to skip rocks. I’m sure he’d be disappointed with my progress. 

Clutching the rock tightly I slung it across the water. As expected, it sunk instantly, 

creating a splash. 



I rolled my eyes. “I’ll get it someday, promise.” 

I heard someone clear their throat. “Talking to ghosts?” 

“Yeah I guess I am, thanks for reminding me.” I glowered at him over my shoulder. 

Finn recoiled, his face turning a light shade of pink. “Sorry, that was bad taste.” 

“You’re an ass, you know that?” I grumbled, returning my attention back to my rock 

search. 

He walked up to me. I didn’t see him, but I could hear the rocks shift and grind under his 

weight. 

“This is a nice spot.” 

“Well, it was.” I turned to him disdainfully. 

He smiled, revealing those dimples of his. “You’re funny.” 

“Is there no way to offend you?” I threw my head back in exasperation. 

“To be offended, one has to care.” He looked on across the water. 

I let the conversation die with that. All in all I came here to be alone with my thoughts, 

not deal with Finn and his bullshit. 

“What are you thinking about?” he asked, fully aware of my intent. 

A few minutes passed in silence as I debated with myself whether to answer or ignore. 

Coming to a conclusion, I sighed, “What you said earlier about hope. You don’t really believe 

that, do you?” 

“Listen, Ari.” He rubbed the back of his head and then stuffed his hands in his pockets. 

“This world we live in is hopeless. There is no point. We have nothing to look forward to in the 

future. What we have right now is all we will ever know for the rest of our short, pathetic lives. I 

don’t mean to sound harsh, but that’s truly how I feel.” 

I swiftly rose to my feet and jabbed my finger into his chest, which I couldn’t help but 

notice was incredibly tight and toned. “If you don’t have hope then why are you still around?” 

His face reddened slightly. “Are you calling me a liar?” 

My eyes fastened to his hands as he pulled them out of his pockets. I couldn’t see what it 

was, but he was clutching something, and rather tightly. “I believe that’s what I’m doing, yes.” 

“And why is that?” He squinted at me. 

Unable to stare at his flexing arm muscles any longer, I turned away toward the river. The 

light reflected off it in just the right way that it almost looked like glass... Or at least it would 



have if the water wasn’t running. 

“Ari?” Finn asked again, jarring me back to reality. He walked up behind me and 

positioned his hand on my back.   

I wriggled with discomfort. Discomfort because I’m a pretty awkward person and don’t 

typically know how to handle human contact, but also because my stomach was in an uproar 

with excitement. Two very conflicting emotions. 

“Because, Finn...” 

He pulled his hand away and moved in front of me, his other hand still clutching the 

mystery item. “That doesn’t really work for an answer.” 

“That’s the best answer you’re going to get.” I smirked at him. 

Finn looked into my eyes, his mouth tensing as he chose his next words. “Looks like 

we’ve got company.” 

My face dropped. What a disappointment. I was expecting something witty I could 

bounce some sarcasm off of, but I guess this new topic was still rather important. 

Turning around I saw a few corpses standing on the outskirts of the woods. The first one 

was a female of a darker complexion. She looked to be in her late forties. Her hair had started to 

gray and her face had noticeable smile lines. The next one was your average patriotic American. 

He was wearing a business suit, which of course was tattered and covered in dust and blood. His 

black hair was slicked back and he had a pin of the American flag decorating a bright red tie. 

Both of them were wearing the same aggressive snarl.   

I picked up a rock and chucked it at them to get their attention. It worked like a charm. As 

soon as they saw us the groaning started. Just one wasn’t too bad, but the more there were the 

more their cries made me want to lock myself in a nuthouse. 

“We need to get rid of them before they attract more.” 

“Smart girl,” Finn purred, pulling out his bow. 

I put my hand up to stop him. “I got this,” I bounced back and forth, readying my blade. 

The corpses had begun charging, their feet clumsily gliding across the rocks. Every once 

in a while they’d step into a small pothole and bump into each other. 

Finn yawned dramatically. “Any day now...” 

“Shut up.” I shot him a glare. “I’m waiting for my opening.” 

Then I saw it: the businessman had tripped in front of the woman and she was struggling 



to get over him. I sprinted at them, taking a wide circle. Coming up on their sides, I reared my 

arm back and swung it cleanly through her neck. Her body slumped slightly and then came 

crashing down on top of her fallen comrade. I strolled over to him. He roared and snapped at me, 

but was otherwise incapacitated. Stopping at his head, I hovered my blade above his eye. In a 

way, I could almost see him pleading with me to do it. 

“God, just do it!” Finn called out. 

“You’re no fun,” I pouted, letting my blade drop. 

Finn waltzed over to me arrogantly. He stopped at the head of the man and pulled my 

blade out. “These were fresh.” 

My eyebrows shot up with the realization of what that might mean. “If these were fresh, 

that means there were living people around here not too long ago.” 

“Now who’s losing hope?” he smirked. 

“What do you mean?” I asked, trying to sound as innocent as I could, even though I knew 

what he meant. He caught me when I said ‘were.’ 

“You’re an intelligent woman. You figure it out.” 

“You don’t know anything,” I grumbled as I walked away. I wasn’t mad at him for calling 

me out, I was mad at myself for slipping up. 

“Where are you going?” Finn yelled out behind me. 

I didn’t turn to look, but I could only assume he was preparing to follow me. 

I held my hand up, back still turned. “I’m going scavenging, I’ll be fine. Please don’t 

follow me.” 

“It’s not safe out there,” he called. 

“It’s not safe anywhere,” I hollered back just as the trees closed in, separating the two of 

us.  
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Chapter One  
 

 

The city is in ruins. Smoke billows up into the sky in lazy tendrils, reaching into the 

clear blue and marring its perfection. Fire alarms blare through the silence as flames lick and 

devour anything that will burn. They turn once tall, proud structures into smoldering rubble. The 

sirens can wail all they like, no one is coming. The streets are filled with cars parked at 

haphazard angles and debris broken away from the burning buildings. No rescue vehicle could 

cleanly make it through, not that there’s anyone left to drive them. The system has entirely 

broken down, all checks and balances lost in the mad chaos of the impossible made real. This is 

the world now. This is life. And as of two months ago, life is death.  

“Are you watching Walking Dead?”  

I close my eyes briefly when the voice comes from over my shoulder.  

“No,” I say, not bothering to turn around. “I’m not watching Walking Dead.”  

I’m sitting on the couch in the common room of my apartment complex watching TV. 

So far people have been too busy with getting to and from class to be bothered even glancing at 

the screen. I’ve been lucky. Until just now.  

“Is this the History Channel?” the guys asks as he leans over the back of the couch and 

squints at the screen.  

“Yeah. It’s a DVD of the special they did. Life After People.”  

I keep my eyes on the screen, hoping he’ll get the hint.  

He doesn’t.  

“Ah,” he says, coming around the couch and sitting down on the opposite end. “That’s 

why it looks apocalyptic.”  

“Yep,” I say with a sharp nod.  

“So how’d we die?”  

“What?” I ask with a sigh, finally looking over at him.  

He has shaggy brown hair, too long for my taste, and a pleasant face. He looks about my 

age, putting him at twenty or so. When he looks over and grins, I tuck my own black hair 

behind my ear and look away.  

“How’d we die? If it’s called Life After People we’re obviously gone. So, how did it 

happen?”  

I shake my head. “I don’t know. They never really say. They mention it could have been 

war or disease but they don’t get specific. It’s not the point.”  

“What is the point?”  

I reach up with the remote and pause the DVD, resigned to what’s happening. It freezes 

on an image of an abandoned freeway, cracked and broken with age and neglect.  

“The point is to see what the world would look like after we’re gone. How long it would 

take for all of our accomplishments to break down and disappear. All of the structures we’ve 

created, the art in all of the museums. When would dams break and nuclear reactors explode 

without us monitoring them?”  

“Huh,” he replies, then falls silent. I hit play again and he watches with me for a while. I 

almost start to forget he’s there when he says, “So that’s why you’re watching it? Just curious?”  

“Yep. Morbid curiosity. Nothing can last forever, least of all man.”  

“Wow. That is dark.”  

“And Walking Dead isn’t?”  



“Walking Dead is about the soul’s desire to survive.” He turns his body toward me, 

facing me and becoming animated. “It’s about banding together and saving what ounce of 

humanity we can while Death claws at the door and demands to come in.”  

“And eat our brains?” I ask wryly.  

He smiles. “Well yeah.”  

“No. Walking Dead is about killing zombies. It’s about being allowed a gun in your 

hand, and feeling badass. It is not a deep, meaningful commentary on the human soul.”  

“Have you watched it?”  

I hesitate and I see him smile; he knows he has me.  

“No,” I admit. “I’ve never watched it.”  

“Then you can’t sit here and hate on it! You and me, we’re watching it. I will educate 

you and after watching the show you can try and tell me it’s not meaningful.”  

“I don’t know if I have time,” I say, and it sounds like a weak excuse even to me.  

It’s not that I don’t want to hang out with a guy whose hair maybe isn’t so bad after all, 

but I’m always hesitant to meet new people. I have a hard time relating to others. This is what 

I’m told on a weekly basis. I’m also told I need to step outside my comfort zone and let people 

get to know me.  

“It’s not a matter of having time, it’s a matter of making time. You need to make time 

for this show. It’s a game changer. You’ll never look at your zombie survival plan the same 

again.”  

“Yeah, I don’t have one.”  

“How is that possible?” he asks incredulously, and I smile at his wide eyed shock. 

“Everyone should have one.”  

“Yeah, but I live in reality and I’m not a huge nerd, so I don’t.”  

“You’ll be sorry.”  

I look at the clock behind his head and gasp. I’m running late. I leap up from the couch 

and grab my purse, smiling at him again as I move to leave.  

“I have to go, sorry.” I point to the TV as I start to back away. “Watch the show, it’s 

good.”  

“It’s depressing.”  

“So is any apocalypse.”  

“Tonight? Seven?” he calls after me.  

“Seven!”  

I’m still smiling a block later when I board the MAX. 

  



Chapter Two  
 

 

When I was sixteen my mother put a gun in her mouth and pulled the trigger. There 

weren’t any warning attempts, no botched jobs where I walked in on a bloody mess in the 

bathtub, called an ambulance and held her hand ‘til they arrived. It wasn’t nearly so clean, 

either. She wasn’t worried about making a mess at that point. I wanted to burn the house down 

after that but my uncle thought selling it might be wiser. Wise or no, nothing is as cleansing as 

fire.  

My father was long gone at this point, having quit on us the same year I was born. I 

guess not everyone is cut out for fatherhood. Would have been nice if he’d sorted that out 

before hand, saved my mother and I a lot of trouble. She tried her best, I know she did, but 

having a kid isn’t easy and raising one alone is even harder. Tack on postpartum depression and 

a previously crippling bout of good old fashioned depression, and it’s a miracle we both made it 

a month let alone sixteen years. She made it until I was on my own two feet, ‘til I knew how the 

world worked and understood what it meant to be a woman. A good woman. Despite the mental 

illness that tried to consume her every single day, she was a good person. Great even, and I’ll 

count myself lucky if I end up half as impressive as she was. I don’t blame her for punching her 

own ticket. I get it more than anyone. I saw her struggle my entire life and if she found peace 

then God bless her. I miss her, though. Especially now.  

I’m sitting in the waiting room of the most depressing therapist’s office imaginable. It’s 

amazing how inspirational posters and “soothing” music can make you want to punch yourself 

in the face. I sit tapping my foot and worrying a loose thread at the end of my hoody sleeve. I 

don’t want to be here but apparently seeing your mother die is traumatizing and my uncle has 

insisted on these visits ever since it happened four years ago. I’m an adult now and I’m 

responsible for myself, but my uncle took me in and took care of me after it happened so I feel 

like I owe it to him to keep coming here as long as he needs me to. My therapist hates that I’m 

doing it for someone else and not myself, but that’s the way it is and if she wants that to change 

maybe she should do her job, work her voodoo and change my mind.  

“Alissa, are you ready?” Dr. Clement asks as she pokes her head out of her office door.  

As I nod and rise, she holds the door open wide for me and I take my usual seat on the 

far side of the couch, closest to the window. The sunlight pouring into the room is a relief from 

the neon lighting in the waiting area and I want to get as close to it as I can and drink it in. Dr. 

Clement shuts the door silently and takes her seat across from me, crossing her legs and pulling 

out her pen and pad to record my innermost secrets and thoughts.  

“How are you feeling today, Alissa?” she asks pleasantly, tucking her short brown hair 

behind her ear and grinning at me.  

“I’m great. How are you?”  

“Happy to see you back.”  

I cock my eyebrow at her. “Did you think I wouldn’t be?”  

In return, she cocks her head at me. “Did you consider not coming back?”  

I look her square in her pale blue eyes and ponder my answer carefully. I did consider 

not coming back. Last session we had a blowout regarding my mother’s death. We’re coming 

up on the anniversary, she had told me, as though it were a birthday or a marriage to be 

celebrated and observed year after year ad nauseam. I had explained very pointedly that I did 



not care to discuss it, but she just kept pushing. She was doing her job but it still pissed me off. 

No means no, lady. I do not want to rehash the most horrific night of my life every single year.  

“Yes,” I answer simply.  

“Well, I’m glad you’re here. Now, did you think about it? What we talked about?”  

“No.”  

Her lips purse tightly for a moment and then she nods and makes a note on her pad.  

“Alright, that’s your choice. But I have to tell you, Alissa, I think it would go a long way 

toward you healing if you would try and get some closure.”  

“She ate a bullet where I ate my cereal.” I say evenly. “I’m aware she’s gone. Case 

closed.”  

Dr. Clement frowns, something I’ve noticed she tries not to do. She doesn’t like showing 

disapproval of my statements, but anytime I talk about my mother I garner at least one frown. I 

know that my attitude about her death is very cavalier. Disturbingly so. That’s why I’m here, 

because no one seems to think I’m actually processing it or truly dealing with what happened so 

they keep bringing it up and making me go over it and over it. It’s been the same cycle for four 

years but they never let up. If I didn’t have issues with her death before, I sure do now. She’s 

gone, I know it better than anyone else, and I’m fine with that. She was hurting being here and 

she was only doing it for me. I’m not glad she’s gone, but I’m glad she’s out of her misery. I’ve 

been saying this for four years and apparently it’s the wrong answer. Now I just say whatever 

pops into my head to make them squirm.  

“Like I said,” she replies calmly. “It’s your choice. If you choose to not visit her grave 

then—“  

“She’s not even there!” I exclaim, hating myself for losing my cool. I immediately rein it 

in and shake my head in disgust at this entire process. How many times were we going to have 

this conversation? “She was cremated and who knows where my uncle spread her ashes. It’s 

just a headstone. Just another rock in the ground, no different than any other. Things only have 

the significance we give them and I award none to that slab.”  

“Have you ever asked your uncle where he spread her remains?” Dr. Clement asks, 

completely unruffled by my small outburst. I imagine part of her is probably pleased.  

“Why would I?”  

Dr. Clement lets the question hang in the air, milking the silence for some kind of 

additional response from me but it comes up dry. I don’t feel the need to fill silences, much to 

her dismay. I actually prefer them. If we could come in here and stare at each other quietly for 

an hour instead of doing this dance we’re engaged in now, I’d be a happy girl.  

“Are you taking your meds?” she finally asks, lifting the pad she’s been writing on and 

consulting what I assume is a chart on me.  

“Yes,” I say, and let my head hang back until it rests on the back of the couch. This is 

exhausting.  

“And how do they make you feel? Any complaints?”  

“Nope. They make me feel like a rock star. No complaints.”  

“No trouble sleeping?”  

“No.”  

“No anxiety or panic attacks?”  

“No.”  

“Irritability?”  



“Yes, right now, as you ask me if I’m experiencing symptoms that I just told you I am 

not having,” I say, raising my head and glaring at her.  

Don’t misunderstand me, I don’t dislike Dr. Clement, not really. What I dislike is the 

repetition. I hate repeating myself and I hate having the same conversation fifty billion times 

with the same outcome every single time. The definition of insanity is doing the same thing over 

and over again expecting different results. I find it ironic that the very thing supposedly keeping 

insanity at bay is the same thing that Albert Einstein defined to be insanity.  

Dr. Clement patiently puts down her pen and leans forward to look at me.  

“You know why I need to ask these questions. People under twenty-five are more likely 

to experience an adverse reaction to anti-depressants.”  

“So in four years will you stop asking me?”  

“Do you see yourself still talking to me in four years?”  

I groan and look out the window into the sunshine.  

“Question with a question,” I mutter.  

“It’s my job,” she replies brightly, and when I glance at her she’s smiling.  

“The drugs are helping,” I tell her quietly, and she nods her approval.  

“Good,” she says, making a note on the chart then letting her notepad fall back into 

place. “We’ll stay the course then. No reason to mess with success.”  

“I’d make it without them,” I say quietly, eyeing her. She doesn’t react other than to 

look up at me expectantly, waiting for me to continue. I don’t know why, but this time I do. 

“I’m not her. I’m not as bad off as she was. I wouldn’t… I wouldn’t do what she did if I wasn’t 

on them.”  

I find it interesting that I can be flippant about what my mother did to herself, but the 

moment I associate the action with myself, I’m tongue tied. I’m positive Dr. Clement notices 

this as well. I don’t know what that says about me and I’m not going to ask.  

“I don’t think it’s a risk we want to take, do you?”  

“No.” I say, and I sound dejected even to myself.  

It matters to me that people don’t think I’m a suicide risk. People knowing I’m dealing 

with a mental illness is plenty, but having everyone around you think you’re one sad song on 

the radio away from offing yourself, that’s pure torture.  

“You won’t try to self-medicate, will you?” she asks, eyeing me carefully.  

I shake my head no and I mean it. That’s a risk with mental illness patients. A big one. 

We go on our meds and the world starts to even out and eventually we feel pretty good and start 

to think we don’t need those pills anymore. Hurray, we’re cured! All the while, we’re forgetting 

it’s the pills that made us feel well. Going off your meds is like removing your parachute and 

making the jump anyway. You can’t fly, you never could, and you just left behind the one thing 

that got you home safely.  

We talk about other things; how school and work are going for me, how my uncle is, any 

friends I’ve been making, friends I’ve stayed in touch with. She frowns again when we talk 

about friends because, honestly, I don’t really have any. It’s amazing how many you lose when 

the world finds out that your mom was unbalanced and chances are you are too. We were 

teenagers getting our licenses, going to the prom and crushing on guys; none of them wanted to 

deal with what my world became. They just wanted to be young, and guess what, so did I. I 

never went to a single dance after that. I finished school relatively alone and when I turned 

eighteen and asked to move out, Uncle Syd and Dr. Clement had a closed doors discussion 



without me about it, like I was a prisoner asking for a pardon. They decided that if I kept up on 

my meds and made it to every appointment then they supported my choice.  

I live in a pretty nice building in the heart of Portland, Oregon, just across the street from 

Portland State University where I’m going to school. It’s expensive and I live in a space with 

two other people, each of us with our own small bedroom but sharing an even smaller kitchen 

and bathroom. But it’s right there on campus, there’s a MAX light rail stop just outside and I’m 

surrounded by other students engrossed in their own studies and lives, more than willing to 

leave me alone when I make it clear I want solitude. Except when I’m in the main TV room 

trying to watch the History Channel.  

“What’s the smile about?” Dr. Clement asks suddenly, and I realize I had zoned out.  

“Nothing,” I say quickly, wiping it off my face.  

“Alissa.”  

“It’s nothing. It’s… I might have a date tonight?” I say or ask, I’m not really sure. I’m 

also not sure what tonight with Zombie Boy is.  

“That’s wonderful! Good for you. Tell me all about him,” she insists, sitting back and 

settling into her chair.  

“There’s not much to tell, I don’t even know his name. I met him in the commons room 

just before I came here and he asked me if I wanted to get together tonight and watch TV with 

him.”  

Now that I’m saying it out loud to someone, I know it’s not a date.  

“In his room?” Dr. Clement asks, her eyes narrowing.  

“No. I don’t think so.”  

“Good,” she nods firmly and her eyes clear.  

It’s the kind of maternal reaction I really miss and I ache a little because of it.  

“Looks like our time is up. I’ll see you next week?”  

I nod and head for the door.  

“Alissa,” she calls after me. I turn and look at her, my hand resting on the door handle. 

“Be a tease,” she says with a wink. “Make him work for it.”  

I grin and nod my head.  

“You got it, doc.” 

  



Chapter Three  
 

 

I’m on the MAX making my way home when I first notice something weird. As we fly 

through the city, I see a lot of accidents that don’t look exactly like accidents. The road spans 

out beside us in sections and I notice that there are quite a few cars that appear to have simply 

stopped. One, however, looks like it tried to drive straight up and over the cement center divider 

only to become high centered on it like a see saw. There are emergency vehicles up and down 

the road and I’m worried there’s a sniper loose in the city. It’s terrible that you have to consider 

that a possibility these days. I check my phone to look at the news and see if there are reports on 

it but there’s nothing. Just the weather and sports scores, same as always.  

A fleeting, terrifying thought crosses my mind and I look at the few other passengers on 

the MAX with me, trying to decide if they saw the cars and ambulances as well. I don’t see 

anything on their faces telling me they do, or at least nothing showing they’re concerned, and 

I’m suddenly very uneasy. Did I remember my pills this morning? I did, I always do. Besides, it 

would take longer than this for them to leave my system. This is real. This is real.  

This is real.  

I keep telling myself that and calming my heart, telling it that everything is going to be 

alright. I’m taking comfort in the fact that the chaos happening outside is not a hallucination, 

and only later will I appreciate how messed up that is.  

When I get to my stop, I exit just outside my building and walk the short distance inside. 

I don’t see anyone, which is weird for campus at five o’clock on a sunny afternoon, but I hear 

emergency sirens in the distance. More ambulances, police cars and fire trucks making their 

way to whatever is happening in the city. Still thinking of a possible gunman, I hurry inside and 

head toward the common area to see if there’s anything on TV about it yet. I imagine with this 

much activity, the news channels have got to be on it by now.  

What I see in the common area stops me cold. The couch is overturned and shoved back 

almost to the far wall. One of the small coffee tables is smashed, the debris strewn across the 

floor. The worst damage, though, is to the television. The massive flat screen is shattered and 

hanging limply from the wall by a cord. There’s a large dark brown smear across it. I look 

around quickly and find no one else in the area and as I stand perfectly still I don’t hear anyone 

either. It’s eerily silent in the normally bustling building and I wonder what the hell has gone on 

here in the last two hours. I turn and make a dash for the stairs, taking them two at a time and 

heading straight up two flights before getting to my floor. Again, I don’t see anyone. Not a soul.  

I fumble a bit for my keys and I realize my hands are shaking. It’s occurred to me that 

the smear on the TV is probably blood and whatever has happened here was violent. Maybe the 

building was evacuated while I was gone, but if that were the case, where are the police and the 

Do Not Cross tape at the door? I figure my best bet is to get to my room, turn on the TV in there 

or get on the internet and look for answers.  

When I get my door open, I stumble inside and do a quick scan of the open space. 

There’s no one here, not that I can see. I walk down the small hallway and knock quietly on 

doors as I go.  

“Hello?” I call out softly.  

Since I have no idea what’s going on, I’m scared to raise my voice and call out for just 

anyone to hear me. What if there’s a threat still in the building? I don’t want them to know I’m 

here. And alone.  



“Guys, are you here? Sara? Dee?”  

My roommates don’t answer and I don’t bother opening their bedroom doors. If they are 

in there and hiding, best to let them hide. I don’t want to be the reason they came out into the 

open and got themselves hurt or killed. I go into the kitchen where we have a small TV sitting 

on the counter and I flip it on, looking for the local news. It doesn’t take me long to find it. I’ll 

find out later it’s broadcasting on every channel as they do in a state of emergency.  

“What we’re seeing now,” a pretty blond field reporter is saying into the camera from 

the side of the freeway. “Is a building hysteria. We haven’t been able to pinpoint any cause of 

the deaths, but we understand the numbers are high and rising. At this point, there is an illness 

spreading, a fever of sorts. Many who have witnessed it are telling of vomiting of blood and 

almost instant death. So far, we don’t know if it’s airborne or how it is passed, so if you come in 

contact with someone exhibiting symptoms of fever or nausea, please take precautions. Use 

latex gloves if you touch them, wear a mask if you have one or create a makeshift mask with a 

scarf or other clothing. And please, stay in your homes. Do not go out on the roads. As you can 

see, we are trapped in bumper to bumper traffic here, nothing moving in either direction. I’m 

told the reason is due to fever victims collapsing at the wheel.”  

The reporter goes on about the traffic jams and virus but I’m pulled away when I hear a 

sound from in the bathroom at the end of the hall. I hadn’t thought to check there and now I feel 

a prickling sensation all over my skin. I wonder if one of the other girls is in there, sick with the 

mystery fever. Silently, I go under the sink to where our untouched first aid kit is hiding and 

pull it out onto the counter. I grab a pair of latex gloves and am happily surprised to see a 

surgical mask, just as Blondie suggested I wear. Feeling kind of like an idiot wearing all of this 

gear, I creep slowly down the hall toward the bathroom. There’s another sound, a loud bang, as 

though someone has stumbled against the wall and I quicken my pace.  

“Dee? Is that you? Sara?”  

When I reach the end of the hall, I take a deep breath, imagining what ‘vomiting blood’ 

might look like. My skin is still humming and my heart is in my throat. I can’t tell exactly why 

I’m so scared, other than I don’t want to get sick and puke blood, but something in me is 

screaming at me to beware. Call it instinct if you want, but whatever it is, it doesn’t like the 

sound of what’s behind that door. It sounds wet and I want to say the noise is from being sick 

but I know it’s not.  

I pull on the handle, swing the door open and instantly vomit into my mask. 

There on the floor is Dee, sitting crouched like a wild thing resting on her haunches, 

blood coating nearly every surface of her body. Her normally brown hair is matted with dark 

red, making it glossy, black and horrifying. Her face is unrecognizable through the blood and 

heavy pallor of her skin. When I opened the door, she looked up and as her roving eyes found 

mine, I saw that they are white and opaque. She looks dead, but she’s moving and gnawing. I 

see blond hair on the floor. It’s not attached to very much, just some flaps of what must be scalp 

lying in a bloody heap at Dee’s feet.  

Sara has blond hair. I think to myself. Or had.  

I’m convinced that the mound of flesh, muscle and gore spread before Dee like a 

macabre buffet is my former roommate. And the living dead girl eating her is my other former 

roommate, as I certainly can’t see sharing close quarters with her now.  

I slam the door shut, rip my soiled mask off my face and run. I need to get out of this 

apartment, out of this building and… I don’t know what after that. What’s important now is 

running.  



I hear the door slam open and bounce off the wall behind.  

No! I think, She’s following me.  

I had harbored a small hope that she’d ignore me seeing as she already had dinner, but 

she always had been a selfish, greedy whore. Drink the last of the milk out of the carton and put 

it back empty type.  

I make it to the door out of the apartment before she catches me, and she only manages 

that because I’m stuck fumbling with the lock I so brilliantly engaged upon entering. It’s slow 

going and I’m not surprised when I feel fingers dig painfully into my shoulder. I scream and 

spin around, my arms up and out, trying to break her hold on me. And I do, for a moment, but 

she’s unfazed and leaps right back at me. Tears stream down my face, though I don’t remember 

at what point I started crying, and my vision is blurred as we struggle. She’s gnashing her teeth 

at me and hissing like a viper, and I’m screaming at the top of my lungs for her to leave me 

alone while I push against her shoulders to try and keep her face off me. I’m worried she’ll bite 

my hands, but she’s so focused on eating my face, she doesn’t seem to care about my arms other 

than to hold them painfully tight. I’m bruising, I know it, and I wonder if the bones are close to 

breaking because her grip is so incredibly strong.  

Through the blur of my tears, looking at the hideous horror movie appearance of her 

face, I suddenly have the horrible thought that I was right on the MAX. That all along this is just 

a hallucination. The cars piled up, the empty campus, the destroyed common area, the grotesque 

scene in the bathroom. My meds must have failed me, there’s no way this is real. I start weeping 

in earnest now because I am terrified of what that means. This is so vivid, so real and it’s the 

worst episode I’ve ever had by far. Stupid Zombie Boy, putting this idea in my head! I don’t 

know how to get out of it, how to break the spell and see the real Dee and not this demon trying 

to murder me. I’m worried I might have hurt her in real life and my push against her shoulders 

slackens, my screams dying in my throat.  

She’s not the threat. I am.  

Dee has me laid halfway across the breakfast bar, about to take a bite like I’m Sunday 

morning waffles, when the door to our apartment slams open and a blurry figure bursts inside. I 

see a swift motion, hear a loud crack and Dee is gone. She drops to the floor, all the life or 

whatever was driving her fading out instantly and leaving her a crumpled heap on the ground. I 

continue to lay on the breakfast bar, too stunned and freaked out to move or say anything. Tears 

continue to fall from my eyes, down the sides of my face and into my hair.  

What the hell just happened? 

  



Chapter Four  
 

 

“Are you alright? Did she bite you?”  

I roll my head to the right and look at the guy standing in my kitchen, a bloodied 

baseball bat gripped tightly in his hands. He’s tall with short brown hair, blue eyes and a grey 

shirt spattered in blood and brain. I blink at him. I don’t know if he is part of a hallucination or 

proof that this is real. His presence means something, I just don’t know what.  

“Did that really just happen?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper.  

He glances nervously down at the floor where I know Dee’s body lies and then looks 

back at me. He studies me for a second, scanning every inch of me as I’m sprawled out on the 

counter, but his examination isn’t lewd. It’s calculating.  

He nods reluctantly. “Yeah, it did. She didn’t bite you, right?”  

I shake my head and sit up. The room spins for a second then rights itself. I leap down 

and instantly regret it as my feet slip and slide in the blood and tissue all over the floor. I can see 

Dee at the epicenter of the mess. Her arm is broken and there’s stark white bone protruding 

through her pale flesh. Her big worry, though, is her head. It’s caved in and almost 

unrecognizable, pieces of skull and brain matter scattered across the floor. The sick part of all of 

this is that it’s familiar and not terribly shocking. I’m reminded of being sixteen in a different 

kitchen with a different body, but if you’ve seen the interior of one skull, you’ve seen ‘em all. I 

can feel myself start to shut down, shut it out. I can’t go that route and I know it. Whatever this 

was I barely survived it and if it hadn’t been for the stranger standing in front of me I wouldn’t 

have made it out alive.  

“Thank you,” I say, looking him in the eye. “You saved my life.”  

He nods curtly while his eyes look around nervously. “I heard your screams from across 

the hall. I had to at least try.”  

“I’m glad you did.” I wipe my face to rid it of the tear streaks and whatever else might 

be on it. At this point who the hell knows? Could be part of someone’s spleen. “What’s 

happening? Do you know?  

He shakes his head, watching me closely. “Not really, no. I’ve been watching the news 

and they don’t know either.”  

“Nothing beyond the fever stuff?”  

“No and that’s obviously sugar coating it. Whatever is happening, it’s happening fast 

and it’s violent.”  

I nod. “I left here two hours ago and everything was fine. I come back and it’s a ghost 

town except for you and her,” I say pointing to Dee. Then I remember Sara and point down the 

hall. “Well, and her.”  

His bat immediately rises in the air and he puts his back to the door.  

“There’s another one in here?” His voice is hushed but angry. “Why didn’t you say 

anything?”  

“Because this one ate her. At least most of her, until I interrupted.”  

“What was left?”  

“I don’t know,” I respond, my tone growing angry like his. “I didn’t stop and do 

inventory. There wasn’t much.”  

“Was her head intact?”  

“No. It was cracked wide open.”  



This must put him at ease because he lowers the bat, but he eyes me again.  

“How are you so calm? I sat down and freaked out for a good hour after one tried to grab 

me. You haven’t missed a beat.’  

I glare at him. “You have no idea how I feel.”  

“I know how you’re acting and it’s like this is no big deal. Happens every day. I don’t 

know where you’re from, but in my home town, your classmates don’t try to rip your face off.”  

Here’s the thing; he’s right, I am way too calm and collected considering what just 

happened. It’s exactly how I deal with the onslaught of stuff about my mom and what it boils 

down to is this: I don’t deal with it. I put everything at a distance and interact with it only as 

much as I need to. Dr. Clement has been on me about this for years now and I’ll never change. 

Not only did I see my mother’s remains after she committed suicide, I began developing 

hallucinations in my adolescence, and guess who headlined almost every time. Believe me, they 

were never pretty. I saw what I saw the night she died, only now she was talking to me. She 

walked around the living world with me, a mess of horror and gore, and spoke to me about 

horrible, disgusting and terrifying things that I do not repeat, not even in my own head. So yeah, 

I keep the world at a distance because quite frankly I don’t need any more connections to people 

that can turn into running horror stories in my head. Before the meds kicked in and we found the 

right doses, I was seeing my Uncle Syd flayed alive before me while he sat and quietly ate his 

oatmeal. He had no idea and still doesn’t. What goes on in my head is my cross to bear and no 

one else’s.  

“Don’t give me shit just because you don’t know how to cope,” I mutter ungratefully at 

my savior.  

His eyes flash with anger and I see him take a deep breath to yell at me, but then he 

freezes, his eyes darting to the closed door. He quickly and silently throws the latch and locks us 

in. I scowl at him to ask what he’s doing, but he presses his finger to his lips, telling me to be 

quiet then puts his eye to the peep hole. For the longest time I don’t know what we’re waiting 

for, but then I hear it. A low groan followed by wheezing and then the groan again. It’s 

accompanied by the sound of shuffling feet and dragging. My heart leaps into my throat and I 

feel my skin prickle. I reach out to gingerly touch the guy’s arm, but even that small contact 

makes him jump a mile and he almost drops his bat on the floor. He closes his eyes briefly and I 

can tell he’s calming himself. When he opens them again, I pinch my lips together, trying to 

look contrite.  

Sorry, I mouth to him.  

He nods quickly and shifts his bat in his hands. Outside, the shuffling and groaning 

continues as it creeps closer and closer to the door.  

What is that? I mouth again, doing my best to remain silent.  

He juts his chin in the direction of the kitchen. Toward Dee. Then he points to the peep 

hole.  

Look.  

I take care not to touch the door as I rise up on my toes to look through the hole. I can’t 

see anything yet but I can hear the shuffling getting close. Finally, a figure comes into view and 

I frown.  

It’s Zombie Boy. His shaggy brown hair is matted in blood, as is his face and both 

hands. His shirt is surprisingly clean and I can see it’s the same one he was wearing when we 

talked earlier. For some reason, that makes me sad. He lumbers by the door, his head thrown 

back at a broken angle and I spot what the dragging sound is. There’s a hand clasped to his 



ankle on his left leg and he’s dragging the body attached to it behind him. As he continues by, I 

see more of the other body and it’s not a whole one. It’s moaning and wheezing like he is, but 

its cut off at the waist, its legs nowhere to be seen. I pull away from the door and motion for the 

guy beside me to take a look. He does and comes back with a grimace.  

Freaky, he says silently.  

I raise my eyebrows high and nod emphatically. We both stand looking down at the 

floor as we focus on listening to the receding sounds of our fellow students. When the sounds 

die out, we look at each other but we don’t speak. I have a million things running through my 

head right now, not the least of which is whether or not I’ve finally gone fully insane, but one 

word keeps bobbing to the surface of the chaos.  

I look him in the eye, take a deep breath and silently mouth one word.  

Zombies.  

He stares at me without reacting, and in that split second I doubt myself and think I’ve 

made a terrible mistake. It sounds crazy. I knew it when I said it. I may as well have said 

mummies, vampires or witches for all the sense it makes, but if it’s not zombies then I don’t 

know what it is. Just when I’m about to turn and bail, he takes a small breath and nods faintly.  

Fucking zombies, he mouths, and I can’t help but smile.  

I crook my finger at him as I turn to walk down the hall. He checks the bolts on the door 

one more time and then falls in step behind me to my bedroom. Light from the setting sun is 

pouring into the room, bathing it in an amber glow. He looks around, this time not with the 

hawk eyes he was using in the kitchen, but with genuine interest. There’s not much to see. I 

have a few framed pictures of my Uncle Syd and I on the desk next to my laptop and books. 

Other than that, it’s just clothes in the closet and sheets on the bed. I’ve seen the other girls’ 

rooms and they have photos of friends and boyfriends everywhere, ticket stubs from concerts, 

trinkets from vacations—all of it strewn across every surface of the room telling stories of the 

life they live. I’m more of a minimalist in that I don’t do or have any of those things.  

“What’s your name?” I ask quietly, drawing his attention away from my lack of a life.  

“Jordan. Yours?”  

“Alissa. Thanks again for saving my life, Jordan.”  

“Anytime.” He glances around the room again, this time more critically. “All of your 

roommates are…”  

“Dead? Looks like it.”  

“So you’re alone?”  

“Ha.” I chuckle without joy. I am always alone. “Yeah, I’m alone.”  

He rubs his hand briskly up and down the back of his neck, and he’s either agitated or 

uncomfortable, I’m not sure which. I could understand both.  

“Are you alone?” I ask him.  

“Yeah,” he responds quickly. “I don’t think there are any other survivors in the building. 

Most people ran.”  

“Why didn’t you?”  

He looks around the room again and I’m beginning to wonder if he’s committed it to 

memory yet. There really is nothing of interest in here, but then I realize it might be more about 

not looking at me.  

“We need to find you a weapon,” he says, ignoring my question. “Something 

lightweight but with a reach. Like this bat. You don’t play softball, do you?”  

“No,” I say, shaking my head. “But if I need a weapon, I think I’m covered.”  



I go into my tiny closet and take out my baby. It was a Christmas present three years ago 

from Uncle Syd. He asked if I wanted this or a car, and I chose this. Hands down. When I pull 

the lightweight compound bow from its hiding place, I see Jordan’s eyes widen. It’s about three 

feet long from tip to tip and only weighs three pounds, making it ultra-light and easy to carry 

with you hunting all day.  

“Whoa,” Jordan says, eyeing the bow and quiver full of arrows I pull out next. “Are you 

a good shot?”  

“Do you want to see the trophy?”  

“You don’t actually have one, do you?”  

“Yeah. It’s in a box in the closet.”  

“Why don’t you have it out where you can see it?”  

I lower my head to adjust my bow. “I don’t put myself on display.”  

Speaking of, I can feel Jordan watching me as I adjust the bow. I haven’t touched it in 

months but she remembers me perfectly, and as I feel the tension of the string under my 

fingertips, I smile and breathe a little easier. I should have been going to the range at least, even 

if I couldn’t get away to go hunting with Uncle Syd. I was raised by a redneck for the majority 

of my adolescence so it should come as no surprise that I can hunt with a bow, a knife and a 

gun. I don’t have a gun here, but I suddenly remember I do have my hunting knife and I pull 

that out of the closet too.  

Jordan gives a low whistle as I strap the knife to my thigh.  

“You are a zombie survivalist’s dream come true,” he mumbles.  

I stand abruptly and stare at him. “What is it with guys and zombies? Do you have a 

survival plan too?”  

“Of course I do,” he says with absolutely no shame. “You don’t?”  

“No,” I mutter, grudgingly remembering Zombie Boys warning. “But I’m sorry now.”  

“Well, first thing is, you’ve gotta get out of the city.”  

“Why? Shouldn’t I just barricade the door and wait for help?”  

“Ha,” he barks a laugh and then his face falls. “Oh wow, you’re serious. No. We cannot 

do that. How much food do you think is in this apartment? Most importantly, how much non-

perishable food is there? Enough to last us a week? A month? You want to hang out with those 

dead bodies that long? Help isn’t coming, that’s something you have to remember, so waiting it 

out is a bad plan.”  

“What’s all this we talk?” I ask sharply, feeling uncomfortable with the idea of teaming 

up with a stranger. Or with anyone, really. “And what do you mean help isn’t coming. Of course 

there will be some kind of help. Quarantines will be set up—“  

“Of which you will be on the wrong side. I’m getting out before that happens. If they 

decide to quarantine the entire city, whoever is left will be nothing but hens locked in with the 

wolves. You can’t outlast the undead. They won’t die off naturally and eventually you’ll run out 

of resources and they’ll either kill you or you’ll starve. Also, the government might just decide 

the ends justify the means and firebomb the city to contain this thing. It’ll be a loss of life, but it 

will disputably be an acceptable one for the sake of the rest of the planet.”  

“It’s been a matter of hours. You’re getting ahead of yourself, don’t you think?”  

“You also have to stay off the freeways when you leave,” he continues, ignoring me. 

“Too many people going that way, we’ll never make it. Sorry, I’ll never make it. You can do 

what you want. Why are you looking at me like that?”  



I didn’t realize my head was cocked to the side and I had my eyes narrowed at him but 

he’s right, I’m looking at him quizzically.  

“I was just trying to figure out how much time you must’ve spent thinking about this.”  

He smirks at me. “A lot and it’s saving your life. Again.” He heads for the door. “I need 

to pack up and leave. Good luck to you.”  

“Wait, you’re leaving? Just like that?” I ask, surprised by the suddenness of his 

departure.  

He pauses at the door and looks over his shoulder at me. “Two seconds ago you didn’t 

want to be lumped in with me. Now you’re sad to see me go?”  

My phone starts ringing loudly in my pocket, causing me to nearly jump out of my skin. 

My adrenaline spikes and my heart is racing as I fumble to pull the phone free and silence it, 

holding up a finger to Jordan in a wait one second gesture and hoping he heeds it.  

When I see my caller ID, I smile reflexively.  

“Hey, Uncle Syd.”  

“Are you hurt?” he asks gruffly, but calmly. He’s all business.  

“No, I’m fine.”  

“You need to get somewhere safe. Where are you?”  

“I’m in my apartment and the doors are locked. I’m safe.”  

“Are you alone? Where are the other girls?”  

I don’t answer. I don’t exactly know how to. I can tell him that they’re dead, but then I 

have to explain how and neither of them has a pretty story. Luckily, my silence speaks for itself 

and he understands.  

“Keep the doors locked and stay put. I’m going to come and get you.”  

“No!” I cry, horrified by the idea of him coming here and getting hurt. He’s all I have 

left. I look at Jordan, who is standing by the window now, gazing out and pretending he can’t 

hear my conversation. “I’m leaving the city. I’ve got a… friend who has offered to help me get 

out. I’ll come to you.”  

Jordan shakes his head but doesn’t look away from the window. There’s silence on the 

other end of the line and I know Uncle Syd is debating so many things. The Fever, the city, the 

distance between us, my… friend. Yeah, that’s not gonna sit well with him.  

“Can you trust this person?” he finally asks, sounding annoyed.  

“He’s already saved my life once,” I say, my voice quiet and reluctant.  

“Tell him I was an Eagle Scout too,” Jordan whispers with a grin, giving me some kind 

of salute that I’m guessing is native to eagles.  

“Were you?”  

He shrugs, his blue eyes sparkling.  

“Were you what?” Uncle Syd asks, pulling my attention back.  

“Nothing, sorry. He’s very trustworthy, I promise,” I tell him, knowing no such thing. 

“We’re leaving soon, though, and I’ll call you with updates on where we are.”  

“I don’t like this. It’s going to be dangerous. I’m watching the news and people are 

already going crazy. They’re looting and people are jamming the freeways. Nutjobs are already 

throwing out conspiracy theories on this all being a military biochemical weapons test and when 

they’re not saying that they’re spouting other insanity.”  

“Like what?”  

Uncle Syd groans and I can picture him rubbing at his forehead the way he does when 

he’s annoyed.  



“Oh, horror movie words like ‘zombie’ and ‘ghoul’. ‘Undead’.”  

At least I’m not the only one saying it, I guess. Even though it lumps me in with the 

“nutjobs”, it makes me feel less insane.  

“You’ve seen it, haven’t you?” he asks, his voice going uncharacteristically soft. 

“You’ve seen what it does to a person.”  

I swallow hard and try not to think about it, but I answer him honestly. “Yeah, I have.”  

“How ya doing?”  

“Um, I’ve been better, but I’m okay.”  

“Are you taking care of yourself?”  

This is what he asks when what he’s really asking is whether or not I’m taking my pills. 

I’ve taken them every day for the last four years without fail, so the question is always a little 

insulting. I answer him kindly, though, because just as he’s all I have left, I’m all he’s got too.  

“Yes. Always.”  

“Good. That’s good. You be careful, Al. Don’t stop to help anybody, you just take care 

of you. And if this friend takes sick, you run from him. Do you hear me?”  

“I hear you.”  

“You got your knife?”  

I smile affectionately. “I do.”  

“Alright. See you soon.”  

I hang up my phone and look at Jordan who is now sitting on my bed. It’s the first time a 

guy has been in my room since I’ve been here, and even though there’s no way he could know 

that, I’m embarrassed by the fact.  

“Looks like I’m going with you after all,” I say curtly. He frowns and I soften my tone. 

“If that’s okay?”  

Jordan nods slightly. “Yeah, it’s actually good. I won’t make it alone, neither of us will. 

Where do you need to go?”  

“My uncle’s house in Corvallis. What about you?”  

Jordan stands and looks out the window again. “Anywhere but here. I want out of this 

city and away from so many people. We’re like tinder to a fire. The more of us around, the 

faster it will spread.”  

“So we leave immediately?”  

“No,” he says, turning to face me. “It’ll get dark in a few hours. I don’t want to try 

moving out there in the dark, do you?”  

I shiver at the thought of meeting another Dee in the dark and say firmly, “Hell no.”  

“I’m gonna go back to my room and pack. Will you watch my back while I cross the hall 

and unlock the door?”  

I nod in agreement and follow him out of my room.  

“Pack one bag with the essentials to survive. Any bottled water you have, first aid 

supplies, non-perishable food. Here,” he says, pulling out his phone. “Let me get your number. 

I’ll text you when I’m ready to come back over and you can have the door open and ready. 

Make sure you lock it behind me when I leave.”  

We exchange numbers and I hold my bow loaded and ready, scanning the hallway as he 

hurries to his door and unlocks it. He waits until my door is closed before he closes his own. 

He’s just across the hall and a couple of doors down, probably has been the entire time I’ve 

lived here, and yet I’ve never seen him. I probably never would have met him if it hadn’t been 

for my roommate trying to eat my face. 



  



Chapter Five  
 

 

As we pack, darkness falls on the city and even though we have lights on, I still feel the 

darkness pressing in on us and it makes me nervous. I ask Jordan if zombies have good night 

vision and he confesses he doesn’t know. We’ve already agreed to stay the night and leave first 

thing in the morning, but I can tell it’s killing Jordan. He wants out of the city bad. He doesn’t 

like having only one exit and I’m with him on that.  

We stay in my apartment even though his is dead body free. Jordan reasons that staying 

in a building full of wandering infected is a terrible idea because eventually they are going to 

sniff us out and start piling up, clawing at the door, and we’ll never be able to leave. So we stay 

in my apartment because it has camouflage in the form of two corpses. He tells me we have to 

get Sara out because she never turned and she still smells like healthy human flesh which could 

draw them to us. He also says that Dee is a great cover because she was turned and smells like 

them and they don’t bother with their own.  

So we put on more latex gloves and use the shower curtain to gather what remains of 

Sara from the bathroom and toss her out into the hallway. Next we pull Dee out of the kitchen 

and drag her over to the door, pressing her body up against it. I felt sick as we cleaned up Sara, 

something I felt ridiculously weak about until Jordan abruptly leaned over into the toilet and 

puked, but my hands trembled when we moved Dee and my eyes flittered around the now red 

kitchen, waiting for shadows of the past to dart out and grab me.  

We watch the news cycle through the same information over and over. We learn that the 

Portland State University campus, right where we are, was the epicenter of The Fever. That’s 

what the media is calling it. No one says “zombie” on the news, no one but the supposed crazies 

they interview, but anyone who comes in contact with the infected knows what this is. A living, 

breathing person is bitten and within five minutes, The Fever overtakes them and they turn. It’s 

fast. Scary fast. It’s unclear, however, whether the dead are actually rising or if The Fever melts 

the brain and turns them into living monsters who can’t feel pain or process reason. Jordan and I 

fight about this for a good hour.  

“They’re zombies! They die as humans and then rise up as zombies and try to eat your 

brains. What’s there to be confused about?” he demands.  

“I’m just saying that it’s possible that’s not what’s happening! Have you seen one rise 

yet? Have you actually seen someone killed and then rise up as a zombie?”  

He glares at me. “No.”  

“So we don’t know. And they aren’t strictly eating brains, they’re eating everything. 

Look, I’m not saying you can’t call them zombies and that most of the rules don’t still apply. 

What I am saying is that they might not be dead people. Brain dead, for sure, but not physically 

dead.”  

“What about the stump of a guy that the other one was pulling around on his ankle? If he 

were alive, he would have bled out from losing his legs. There are arteries there.”  

“That’s a good point,” I concede, frowning.  

We’re hiding out in my room at the far end of the hall, as far away from the front door as 

we can get without going into the bathroom. Even this far away, we both hear it when 

something moves outside in the hall. My body tenses and I freeze, my eyes wide and locked on 

Jordan’s. He quickly flicks the TV off even though we had it on silent and closed captioned. 

There’s a continuous thud coming from the door, like a body bumping against it repeatedly, and 



my heart refuses to start beating again. I see stars on the corners of my vision and realize I’ve 

been holding my breath.  

Jordan rises slowly, taking his bat with him, and makes a gesture to me of pulling a bow 

string. I nod, grab my bow, notch an arrow and follow him into the hall. We creep slowly as the 

noise continues and I can hear the occasional moaning followed by the same wet sound I heard 

coming from the bathroom earlier when Dee was inside. When we reach the door Jordan turns 

to me and makes the two fingers at his eyes gesture that universally means watch or look, then 

he taps his back and points at me. I need to watch his back, got it. I don’t imagine those 

shambling groaners could break down the thick apartment door, but I stand at the ready 

nonetheless.  

Jordan leans over Dee and presses his eye to the hole, then stretches to stand up taller 

and look down, toward the hallway floor. When he pulls back, his face is grim and he gives me 

the ok sign. We head back to the bedroom as silently as we came, close the door and both 

release a gust of breath we had been holding tight.  

“How many were there?” I ask breathlessly.  

I need to stop holding it and remember to breathe slow and even. If I’d been holding my 

breath tensely like that and needed to shoot, my arrow would have flown wild. I have to be calm 

and steady.  

“Just the one. I was worried the body would bring more.”  

“Sara.”  

His brow creases in confusion. “What?”  

“Her name,” I say softly. “It was Sara.”  

He nods. “Sara. I was worried Sara would attract more than one.”  

“Then why’d we put her out there in the first place?”  

“I didn’t want her in here because if they smelled her they’d definitely start piling up to 

try to get in to get to her. By putting her outside I’m hoping we take away any interest they 

might have in coming in. Especially with the other girl…”  

“Dee.”  

He nods again. “Especially with Dee at the door. I think Dee is covering any scent we 

might be putting off, but Sara, she was a lot of blood, a lot to smell. I don’t think Dee could 

have covered that.”  

“Wow,” I say emphatically, marveling at how thought out this all was.  

He grins and shakes his head. “Are you still ragging on me about this? I’m saving your 

life, remember?”  

“I know and I’m grateful,” I tell him, my voice earnest. I would be dead if he hadn’t 

burst in and bashed my friend’s head in, and for that I am eternally grateful. “You’re my hero.”  

His smile disappears and he looks around the room, refusing to meet my eyes.  

“Yeah,” he mumbles. “Look, we should get some sleep. I want to get moving at first 

light and get out of here. I’ll sleep in the next room. Keep your door closed, barricade it if you 

can.”  

“Wait. Shouldn’t we stick together? First rule of horror movies is you don’t split up. 

Even I know that.”  

He’s still not looking at me but he nods. “Right. Yeah.”  

I frown. “What’s wrong with you?”  

“Nothing. You’re right, we should stick together.”  

“Jordan?”  



His eyes flicker to mine for the briefest of seconds then he’s gone out the door. I hear 

movement in the other room, and he appears again in the hallway dragging a mattress.  

“I’ll sleep on the floor on this. Is your bag all packed?” he asks as he flips the light off.  

It is and parked by the door. When we did our scavenging, we ended up with a lot of 

protein bars, single serve chip bags and sports drinks. Sara was a candy freak and I found her 

stash in her room. Tons of M&M bags, Snickers bars and assorted other chocolate coated 

goodness. I thought they were a waste of space in our bags being pure junk food, but Jordan 

insisted the calorie content and energy boost we could get from the sugar made them worth it. 

Apparently running for your life from the undead is a big fat burner. Better than Spinning.  

“Yeah,” I say as I climb onto my bed and pull the comforter around me. I’m still fully 

dressed and wearing running shoes, something Jordan warned me to do. Always be ready to run.  

“Good,” he grunts, and lowers himself onto the mattress.  

We fall silent and I immediately start to think about my meds. I don’t have enough to 

last me very long. That’s a big problem. I’m fine for now, but what happens two or three days 

down the road if I don’t keep up with my doses? I could start hallucinating again, and with this 

as my new reality, it’s a sure thing that I will dream up some wild, violent stuff. I absolutely, 

positively cannot be near this guy if that happens. What if I imagine that he’s turned into a 

zombie and is coming at me, trying to kill me, when in reality he’s fine and wants to hand me a 

granola bar? I’ll kill him to defend myself. From granola. He doesn’t know about me and I 

won’t risk his life by sticking with him for any longer than necessary. Plus, I’m just not great 

with people. I do believe I need his help in getting out of the city though, and he needs mine, so 

I’ll stay with him for as long as I can. I just hope I can keep it together that long.  

“Jordan,” I whisper into the dark.  

“Yeah?” he responds immediately, and I know he’s wide awake.  

“When we get out of the city, once we’re a safe distance from it, I think we should split 

up. Go our own ways.”  

Jordan stays quiet for a long time and I start to wonder if he’s ignoring me or pissed off. 

When he speaks, his voice is tight.  

“Whatever you want.”  

“Are you pissed about this?”  

“I don’t really care. Hopefully it won’t take long to get somewhere safe.”  

“You’re mad so you do care. What’s your deal?”  

“Why do you want to split up? Are you worried I’ll take advantage of you? ‘Cause that’s 

the last thing on my mind, believe me.”  

“What? No, that never even crossed my mind.”  

“It probably should. You should at least consider it, for your own safety.”  

I turn and look down at him on the floor. He looks over and meets my eyes in the semi-

darkness. “Jordan, do you plan on taking advantage of me at any point?”  

“No.”  

“Okay then.”  

He frowns at me in confusion. “So then why do you want to split up so quickly?”  

I roll over onto my back again and stare at the ceiling. I don’t know what to tell him. I 

don’t have a good excuse other than the real one and I’m not about to tell him that. He’d 

probably want to leave me behind right now, and as selfish as it is, I need him to help me. He 

seems like a good guy and I don’t want to kill him, but I can’t tell him that either. I decide to go 

for as much honesty as I can muster instead.  



“I don’t know how to handle what’s coming and I don’t want to get you killed.”  

He thinks on that for a moment and then replies, “Look, I can’t make it alone. Me and a 

bat, that’s not going to be enough to survive. I need someone I can trust, someone to help watch 

my back while I watch theirs. Someone to sleep in shifts with. And you do too. Alissa, if we 

split up, we’ll probably die. If we stick together we have a chance.”  

I know he’s right. I know that if I go off on my own and let the meds leak out of me 

without a single touchstone in reality, I will go off the deep end and end up either completely 

crazy or dead. Neither is appealing to me. And the truth is, I don’t want to leave him. I don’t 

want to do this alone.  

“Let’s just take it a day at a time, okay?” I ask, my voice becoming tired. “Just know 

that if I feel like I’m going to get you killed, I’m leaving.”  

“That’s fair. Do me a favor though?”  

“What?”  

“Tell me you’re going. Do not run away without telling me, not under any 

circumstances. If I wake up some morning and you’re gone, I will search for you and probably 

get myself killed doing it. Promise me you’ll say goodbye.”  

I’m surprised by the sentiment, by the idea that he’d search for me considering he barely 

knows me, but it’s kind and I feel like this is a promise I can most likely keep. I lean over the 

side of the bed, hold out my pinky like a little kid and wait for him to link his with it. I hold his 

firmly with mine, meet his eyes and smile.  

“I promise,” I tell him, then I frown. “Wait, what about you? I can’t believe I haven’t 

asked, but what about your family? Why aren’t you going home?”  

He pulls his hand away immediately and stares at the ceiling. “Home is Boston. My 

family is safe, for now, and I’m just worried about getting out of here alive.” He yawns, loud 

and long like a bear. “I’ll worry about the rest later.”  

He falls asleep soon after that. I hear his breathing even out and a slight snore begin in 

the back of his throat. I don’t hear any more noises from outside and I’m relieved. I don’t think I 

could have slept knowing they were right outside. Waiting. I’m nervous about tomorrow but 

I’m confident we can make it, though I don’t know how I’ll do looking at a human face and 

loosing an arrow at it, but I tell myself it will be just like hunting. These are not humans 

anymore and even if they are, even if they aren’t the dead risen to walk again, they will kill me 

if I don’t kill them. They will kill Jordan, and even though I’ve only known him for an evening 

and I’ve been kind of a jerk, I feel protective of him. Maybe because he saved my life and I owe 

him a debt or maybe because he’s the only other truly living being I’ve seen since this started 

just five hours ago and that makes his life precious to me. Or maybe it’s just because I kind of 

like him. It’s a breakthrough; I’m forming a connection to someone. My therapist would be so 

proud.  

Assuming she isn’t a zombie. 
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Chapter One 
 

 

It happened at Christmas. Quite a time for the world to end but if we could pick and 

choose when Hell unhinged its jaw and tried to swallow us whole we’d probably pick never. 

As it is, I suppose it could have been worse. Being eight years old and watching your 

neighbor break through the sliding glass door like it was made of paper isn’t the most 

traumatizing thing ever. His blood spurting from shredded wounds and dead vacant eyes that 

somehow still see you, really see you? You can come back from that. After a few weeks I’d 

even get over the black blood that dripped onto my brand new Cabbage Patch Doll with the 

blond hair and pretty, smiling eyes. It’s fine. That’s all fine. 

What you don’t come back from is watching him eat your parents. Literally, honestly, 

violently eat your parents. I saw it. All of it. Huddled behind the Christmas tree, peaking out 

through the fragrant green needles and soft glow of the multicolored lights, I watched it happen. 

And I remember. The sounds, the sight, the smell. I’ll never forget. Nearly ten years later I can 

relive it with perfect clarity but I seriously try not to. Life is horrifying enough. I don’t need to 

borrow on past troubles. 

Today my trouble is a wolf. Have wolves ever really been an issue in downtown Seattle 

before? I don’t know. I was just a kid when crazy came to town but I’m willing to bet not. 

They’re everywhere now. A lot of animals are. The city has become a wilderness in a whole 

new way. Used to be you had to worry about walking alone at night because you might get 

jumped by a member of a gang or a desperate soul pushed to the limit. Now you have to worry 

about getting jumped by an animal in a pack or a starving zombie desperate for your brain, not 

your wallet. There really aren’t that many of them left anymore, though. I mean, they’re around, 

don’t be fooled and don’t be stupid. I’m just saying it’s not like it was. Not like in the 

beginning. But right now I’m pretty sure the wolves outnumber the dead. 

This one is a dark gray color, long and lithe. He’d be pretty if he weren’t so deadly. Also 

if he weren’t in my way. I need to go out to get fresh water from one of the rain traps I’ve set up 

on other buildings farther out. I make sure to never do it on my own building aside from one 

small hidden bucket for emergencies. It’s about half full but I’m thirsty and it’s getting late.  

I’m standing in the dark entryway of my building watching the animal wander the street, 

sniffing the knee high grass growing through cracks in the asphalt. The roads are a mess these 

days. Really makes me wonder where our tax dollars are going. I’m just about to make a break 

for it when I catch movement in another doorway farther down the street. I freeze, waiting and 

watching, barely breathing. It moves again, too tall to be an animal and too precise to be a 

zombie. It’s another person. This bothers me more than anything else. I shrink back farther into 

the shadows, making sure I’m completely hidden, and I watch to see what the guy’s plan is.  

I know it’s a man. Not from any details of his outline or instinct or scent on the wind. I 

know it because statistically it’s probably true. There aren’t many women out here in the wild, 

not anymore. Most of us either died or entered the Colonies, of which there are too many if you 

ask me. There are several spread all over the city with hundreds of people in each one. It sounds 

like a great way to spread the virus some more. Really bring on the second coming. I’m one of 

the few people, male or female, doing it alone and being a woman on the outside is not ideal. In 

fact it’s downright dangerous. Some of us can’t make it. There are a lot of predators out here 

and odds are one of them will get you eventually. 

Numbers don’t lie. 



So that’s how I just know this shadow messing with my plans is a guy. Probably part of 

a pack of his own, the thought of which makes me drop yet another step back into my building. 

I’m a girl stuck in Neverland with The Lost Boys. I’m no Wendy, I can hold my own. I don’t 

need to wait around for Peter to save me but I’m also not an idiot. I know my enemies. 

After what feels like forever he finally makes his move. The shadow rushes quickly and 

surprisingly stealthily through the tangle of weeds, grass and ravaged cars until he’s directly 

behind the animal. I shake my head at how utterly stupid a move this is. You’re about to see 

why. 

The wind shifts. The wolf smells him and he’s on alert, his haunches going up, his teeth 

becoming exposed. He turns slowly toward the guy. There’s a long tense moment while they 

watch each other, neither moving a single muscle. My own muscles ache just from watching 

and I realize that I’m crouched down, either ready to fight or spring into a sprint.  

Fight or flight. I think. Come on, guy, what’s it going to be? 

Color me every shade of the rainbow surprised when he picks fight. He’s either crazy 

brave or just plain crazy. As he runs at the wolf I catch a glint of steel flash against the failing 

light of the day. He’s got a knife. It better be pretty big and he better be unbelievably fast with 

it. I’m trying to sort out why he would even attack this animal in the first place when they 

collide. The wolf snarls as the guy grunts, then they hit the ground and I can’t see them 

anymore. Now would be a spectacular time for me to get out of here. To either go upstairs, lay 

low and make do with my emergency water rations or head for the hills to find more.  

I’m scanning the sidewalk, surprised it’s still clear, and leaning toward the water idea 

when the guy cries out in agony. The sound makes me cringe. I instantly hate myself for it. You 

learn not to empathize here in this mad new world. Sympathy will only get you killed. But 

something about the sound gets to me and I hesitate. He’s going to lose. He is going to die and 

the wolf is alone, meaning he won’t eat all of him. Either many more wolves will be here 

helping him feast when I get back, this guy’s buddies will be here cleaning up the mess of his 

desecrated body or the infected will have descended. No matter how you slice it, if he dies on 

my front porch like this, I’m not making it back in this building tonight. And with the possibility 

of Lost Boys this close to home, I probably won’t ever return. 

I swear under my breath, thoroughly pissed off. But I’m also trapped. I have to either do 

something or go back inside and be prepared to wait it out. Without water that’s going to suck. 

So I do the one thing I really do not want to do. 

I save a man’s life. 

I reluctantly pull out my knife as I silently close the distance between myself, animal 

and idiot. From a distance I thought the wolf was pretty but up close it’s beautiful. It makes me 

even angrier that I have to do this. There’s not much beauty left in the world, I’d rather leave it 

when I can find it. Like walking around a flower somehow blooming in the broken pavement of 

a desolate road.  

I roll up on the wolf in his blind spot, his eye covered by the guy’s one good hand that’s 

trying desperately to keep dripping, gnashing teeth out of his jugular. It strikes me that it doesn’t 

look that much different from fighting a Risen. His other arm is a bloody mess pressed against 

the animal’s chest, coating his fur in red. 

When I’m within striking range I slash at the wolf’s side. My knife goes in easy because 

if I do anything in this world right it’s keep my weapons deadly. But I make sure not to sink the 

blade in too deeply. I’ve decided I won’t kill it, a decision that is incredibly stupid but one I can 

sleep with tonight. I don’t want to kill it. I want it to keep running its patrols with its pack 



keeping infected and Lost Boys at bay. I’ve only grazed it, only grabbed its attention, and even 

though it’s probably a really bad choice, I don’t regret it. Not yet anyway.  

The animal leaps off the guy then turns to face me, seeing me as the new threat.  

“Get up,” I tell the body on the ground, never looking away from the wolf. “Slowly.” 

He does as I say and I’m surprised when he does it silently. I expected groaning and 

moaning, maybe even ungrateful proclamations of his ability to handle it himself. Had he done 

that I wouldn’t have hesitated to let the animal have him. But he gets up and comes to stand 

beside me, his knife at the ready in his uninjured hand. 

“Get out of here,” I tell him, my voice low and soothing for the wolf’s sake. 

“No way,” he replies quietly. 

“I wasn’t asking. Go.” 

“No.” 

I’m shaking mad now. His blood is dripping onto the pavement at an alarming rate. I’m 

doing the math in my head figuring how fast that crimson pool will bring the infected. Not long 

now. 

“Get out of here. Now,” I grind out through gritted teeth. 

The wolf takes an angry step forward, the low vibration of his growl standing the hair on 

my arms on end. 

“Not until he’s dead.” 

“Seriously?” I whisper incredulously. I shift my knife in my sweating palm. “You want 

wolf for dinner that bad?” 

“I want revenge that bad.” 

“This is for revenge?” I ask, feeling shocked. “On a wolf?” 

“He killed my brother.” 

“Unbelievable.”  

I should have let him die. 

I begin to back away from him and the animal, making my way slowly toward the 

sidewalk. They can sort this out together. I’m heading to one of my buildings with a water 

source. I’ll camp out there tonight and find a new home tomorrow. I hate it but with all this 

blood out front and him knowing where I live, no matter who wins this fight I’m the loser out of 

a home.  

I hate people more than ever and I like animals a lot less too. 

“Where are you going?” he whispers.  

The wolf is advancing, empowered by my retreat.  

“If you won’t leave, I will. Good luck with this. You’re gonna die.’ 

Before I can make it two steps, low growls emanate from up and down the street. I spot 

dark, lean wolves advancing on us from out of the growing shadows. So far I count six. Three 

each, he’s down a hand and he couldn’t even handle one at full strength. Now we’re both gonna 

die.  

The guy curses, stepping back in line with me. 

I chuckle bitterly. “Yeah.” 

“We need to run. We can’t fight them all off.” 

“We can’t outrun them all either.” 

“No.” 

“Back up. Keep backing up and head to the left. There’s a doorway. That’s where we’re 

going.” 



He glances over his shoulder quickly, verifying that the way is clear.  

“You’ve been in this building before?” 

I nod sharply. “A time or two.” 

“There’s a door close by that we can close on them?” 

“Why else would I be taking us there?” 

“Sorry if I don’t trust the judgment of a total stranger.” 

I fight the urge to stab him. “You’re really saying that to the girl who just saved your 

life? If I’d known you were getting revenge,” I say, my voice dripping in sarcasm. “I would 

have happily watched you die.” 

“You have no idea what you’re talking about.” 

“You have no idea what you’re doing,” I whisper viciously. 

“I didn’t ask you to help me,” he nearly shouts, pissing me off further. “You didn’t have 

to be part of this.” 

“No, but you needed help. And you made me part of this when you staged your 

Shakespearean drama at my front door.” 

He glances at the building behind us again, frowning. “This is where you—“ 

“Run!”  

I shove him in the shoulder, launching us both in the direction of the door. When we 

take off running, the wolves fall in step behind us and they are fast. I’m not even sure we’ll 

make it to the door unhurt. I quickly dart in front of the guy, making sure if they get ahold of 

anything it’s his dumb ass. 

We sprint over the cracked marble floors, the skitter of claws following close behind. I 

grab onto the door and begin to swing it closed behind me. And, no, I don’t check to make sure 

he’s going to make it. That’s his issue, not mine.  

He jumps to the side just as a wolf is lunging to take a bite out of his back. Good on him 

for keeping himself safe but that move leaves me wide open. Luckily I’m already shoving the 

door closed on the animals face. He rams into it, bouncing off harmlessly. But the door isn’t so 

much a door as it is a gate and when he lunges again he gets ahold of my coat. He jerks back on 

the fabric and I’m wrenched hard against the steel. I cry out in surprise and pain as my arm is 

twisted then pinned at a strange angle. The guy yanks me back, pulling me from the animal’s 

clutches. I stumble against the wall as he releases me quickly to latch the door, barely snatching 

his fingers clear before they’re bitten off. 

“That was close,” he says, breathing heavily. 

He looks at me with a lopsided grin. 

I punch him in the face. The sound of skin on skin and bone connecting through meat 

vibrates through the small space. It takes him by surprise, sending him stumbling back a step. 

“What the—what is your problem?!” he cries, rubbing his cheek. His grin is gone. 

“With you? I don’t know where to begin! I’ve known you five minutes and you’ve 

almost gotten me killed twice!” 

“How was this my fault?” he demands, gesturing to the snarling wolves and metal. “You 

said there was a door! This is not a door.” 

“It’s not solid but it’s still a door. It’s keeping them out, isn’t it?” 

“I don’t know, is it? Let’s ask your coat.” 

He points to my sleeve. I look down to find the fleece ripped wide open.  

“No, that’s okay,” I say sarcastically, glaring at him. “I have tons of clothes. I can afford 

to be missing a coat in the dead of winter.” 



“Sorry, princess, didn’t mean to destroy your wardrobe,” he mutters, glancing around. 

We’re deep in shadow but a small shaft of light is coming through one of the broken 

windows giving me my first decent look at him. He’s tall and lean with brown eyes and dark 

hair. He’s about my age, seventeen, and clean shaven so he must have a home somewhere with 

some amenities. Some comforts. His clothes also look decently clean which means he has 

access to water and a safe place to wash. I peg him solidly then and there as part of a gang. 

It doesn’t mean what it used to. He’s not a thug, at least I doubt he is. He’s just a guy 

who signed up to be part of a group that helps each other survive. Kind of like the Colonies but 

less like a prison. It’s another situation I can understand people entering into, it’s just not for 

me. Especially since these gangs are almost all men. 

His eyes land on me then and I’m annoyed that he caught me examining him. His brows 

crease together in confusion or annoyance. I wonder what he sees in me that makes him do it. 

I’ve looked in mirrors. I’ve seen old ads scattered around. I’ve even seen a few movies. I know 

what pretty is and I know I’m it; tall, thin (though that’s out of my hands really, I’d be fat if I 

could be), dark red hair, fair skin, pale blue eyes. Guess I’m not his type, though in the end of 

days I’m surprised to find a teenage boy so picky. 

And now I have to deal with him. Probably all night. He can’t leave now and I can’t hide 

where I live, not unless I want to stay in one of the empty, blown out rooms somewhere else in 

the building. Pretty much every room but mine is missing windows or a door. Not ideal living 

quarters, even for one night. Not in the cold of winter. Not with blood outside. 

“Come on,” I tell him grudgingly.  

I lead him up the stairs as the wolves snarl and yap angrily behind us. I flip them off 

over my shoulder. He falls in step behind me without a word and part of my animosity toward 

him slips. We walk up ten flights of stairs before I take us out of the stairwell into a hall. This is 

where I live, or lived before he came around to ruin everything. My animosity is instantly back. 

I lead him halfway down the hall where I open the door to the warehouse apartment I’ve called 

home for almost a year now. It’s one of the first times I’ve actually gotten settled. I have more 

things in here than I can carry out on my back, a huge deal for me. Now I’ll have to leave 

almost all of it behind. 

As I hurry to light a couple of small candles for his sake (and the sake of my possessions 

I’d rather he didn’t trample over) I glance over my shoulder to make sure he closes the door. He 

looks around, sees the board I use to barricade it and quickly slips it into the braces that cradle it 

horizontally. We are now as safe as two teenagers in a world full of zombies can be. I fuss over 

the ripped sleeve of my jacket but I’m watching him out of the corner of my eye as he takes in 

my place. He seems surprised by it. He should be. It took a lot of time and a lot of effort to get it 

this way. 

“You live here alone,” he says, not even trying to make it a question. 

I snort. “I’m not exactly social.” 

“Shocking.” 

“Don’t take it as an invitation. I can defend myself.” 

He looks over at me, his eyes surprised. “Never crossed my mind.” 

“Sure.” 

He shakes his head in disgust, looking away. “What’s with the exercise bike? Don’t get 

enough cardio running from the Risen?” 

“I don’t ride it for exercise. I ride it for fun.” 



“Yeah, you seem fun,” he mutters, kneeling beside the bike to examine the wires trailing 

from it. They lead a short distance across the distressed floors over to a small generator. From 

there they lead up to— “Is that a laptop?” he asks incredulously. 

I have to suppress a smile as I work to keep the pride out of my voice. “It’s a portable 

TV/DVD player. Riding the bike powers it.” 

“Nice,” he says admiringly. His large fingers gently run along the wires, tracing them. 

“Do you use it to power anything else?” 

“Yeah, of course,” I reply, suddenly bristling at his proximity to my world. His hands 

are all over it. I’m finding that I kinda like it but then again I really don’t. “My iPod, my hair 

dryer, the fridge, the oven, my cell phone…” 

“I get it,” he says darkly, straightening up to glare at me. “Take it easy, would you?” 

I shake my head. “Whatever. Do you want to clean your arm before it falls off?” 

“Are you doing it or am I?” 

“You are. I’m not touching it.”  

I’m not touching you. I think, and the problem is that I actually kind of want to. 

He’s good looking. Now that I see him in better light, I’m much more aware of that fact. 

He looks strong, solid. Warm. I haven’t been touched by another person in six months and that 

was old Crazy Crenshaw who lives out in the ‘woods’ like a wild man by himself. He’s helped 

me a time or two, though both of us made it clear we didn’t want each other’s company 

permanently. I went to him when I started running a fever and vomiting awhile back. I couldn’t 

see straight let alone take care of myself. I stumbled to his hideout in an overgrown city park, 

shambling and moaning like an infected. He took care of me, but when I was better a few days 

later we went our separate ways. Before that, before he wiped my forehead with a wet cloth and 

wrapped me up in blankets to fight the chills, I hadn’t been touched in four years.  

So, yeah, standing in the same room with a guy my age for the first time in my life is 

throwing me more than a little off balance. As I said, I like it but I don’t. 

“What’s your name?” he asks suddenly. 

I blink as I realize we’ve fallen silent studying each other. 

“Jocelyn. Well, Joss,” I stammer, my heart racing. I haven’t said or heard my own name 

in a long time. It feels strange on my lips. “What’s yours?” 

“Ryan.” 

I immediately think of Jake Ryan in Sixteen Candles, my favorite movie. He looks 

nothing like him but the association is made. This, I understand immediately, will make things 

so much more complicated. 

I turn sharply toward the bathroom. “Let’s get you cleaned up. Who knows what germs 

were in that wolf’s mouth? He could have had infected blood in there.” 

Ryan follows me quickly, understanding the risk he’s at. Animals don’t contract the 

virus but they do carry it. If that wolf took down an infected recently, which he very well might 

have, he could still have active blood in his mouth. The infected don’t die, not unless you force 

them to. The virus doesn’t either, making a truly dead zombie almost as dangerous as a mobile 

one. 

I set him up with a couple clean strips of cloth and some alcohol, a tall bottle of Gray 

Goose vodka I found in a desk in a dentist’s office. That and the handful of toothbrushes I 

scored were the highlight of my week. I hand the bottle to him then quickly leave the room. He 

can take care of himself, or so I assume since he’s still alive. Anyone who couldn’t fend for 

themselves or dress a wound died of starvation or infection years ago. 



“So have you always lived here alone?” he calls from my small bathroom. It’s a legit 

bathroom with a toilet and everything that I use leftover washing water to flush once a day. 

More than that if things are… well you know. 

“Yeah,” I call back, noticing how my voice echoes over the destroyed hardwood floors 

up into the vaulted ceilings. I don’t usually speak in here. This is already weird. “You in a 

gang?” 

“Yeah. My brother and—hell!” He gags out a curse. I know he just doused his open 

wound in the alcohol. When he speaks again his voice is a little breathier than before, more 

strained. “He, uh, he and I joined them when our parents died.” 

I nod to myself, not surprised. All of us out in the wild are orphans.  

“What about you?” he asks, stepping out of the bathroom as he wraps the cloth around 

his forearm. He’s fumbling with it, trying to manage it with one hand. He’s failing. 

“Here,” I hear myself say. I’m across the huge room and standing in front of him before 

I realize what I’m doing. I wrap the cloth quickly around the wound, being sure to cover it 

entirely. Nervous, I tie the ends off a little too tightly, pinching him. He doesn’t make a sound. 

“There, that should hold.” 

“Thanks,” he mutters, taking a step back.  

I do the same. “Um, yeah, my parents died when I was eight. On Christmas Day.” 

He winces. “Ouch. Mine went just after Easter.” 

“When they were talking about a cure?” 

“Yeah. They thought it was gonna happen. Kind of let their guard down. Four days after 

Easter Sunday they were dead and Kevin and I were on our own.” 

I nod, not sure what to say. Sorry is a worthless word. 

“The holidays suck,” I finally tell him. 

He grins. “Yeah, they do.” 

  



Chapter Two 
 

 

The night fully arrives, plunging us in total darkness and letting me breathe a little 

easier. I prefer the night. More places to hide.  

I stand at the giant floor to ceiling windows, looking down on the street below. There’s 

not much to see. Clouds are moving in to cover the moon, which is good because it probably 

means rain, but it’s bad because I can’t see a thing. I need to know if the wolves have gone. If 

the Risen have shown up yet. 

“Are they down there?” Ryan asks quietly, his voice close to my ear. 

I suppress a jolt of surprise. He sneaks better than I gave him credit for. 

“I can’t tell yet. You left a lot of blood on the pavement. It’s only a matter of time.” 

“At least the wolves will probably take care of them. They won’t stay down there 

forever.” 

He’s got a point. Once a zombie catches on to human flesh in a location, it’s a dog with 

a bone. It will not give it up. If it were them down there at the gate where the wolves are we 

would have to count that exit as dead. They’d never leave. If they show up and the wolves are 

still around, though, there’s every chance the animals will kill them and eventually lose interest 

in us. They’ll move on. I have other exits, but that’s the safest one. The others involve the roof 

or windows that offer a jump down to a lower building. It’s doable but you risk breaking a bone 

or tweaking an ankle, two conditions you can’t afford out here.  

“We’ll have to wait it out,” I mumble. 

I hear him step back. When I look over, he’s watching me from a few paces away. 

“Are the other rooms here secured?” 

I frown, glancing around. “It’s a loft… there are no other rooms.” 

“No, I mean in the building. Have you secured any other rooms besides this one? Any 

other places where I could crash?” 

I look him over sharply. “Is that knife all you have?” 

“Yeah. I wasn’t thinking. I was—“ 

“Emotional.” 

I say it like it’s a swear. Like a curse or disease because it is. It’s deadly and the longer 

he’s here, the longer I’m in someone else’s company, the more likely I am to catch it. I’ve spent 

the better part of a decade avoiding that particular plague. I’m not interested in being taken 

down by it now. 

“Yeah, I was. I still am,” he admits quietly. 

That couldn’t have been easy, especially for a Lost Boy. In the wild, your pride and 

bravado are as important to staying alive as your ability to hunt and avoid being hunted. He’s 

gonna die if he goes back out there. Problem solved for me, no one will know where I live, but 

if I let that happen then why did I step in in the first place? The logical choice is to let him leave 

and disappear forever. But now I’ve seen his face, I’ve named the puppy and I emotionally 

don’t like the idea of him dying.  

His disease is catching. It’s airborne. It’s in his voice. In his eyes. 

“You can stay here,” I tell him firmly. “In this room. With me. It’s fine.” 

He looks at me in shock, stunned by my offer. 

“I don’t want to intrude on what you’ve got here,” he says slowly, watching me. 



It’s a big deal these days to let anyone into your world. I can feel the weight of it in the 

way my heart is hammering in my chest, my skin prickling with… what? Fear? It must be. It 

feels like it. This feels like when a Risen is closing in on me, backing me into a corner and 

threatening to take everything. When Crazy Crenshaw let me stay with him while I was 

deliriously ill, that was the equivalent of in the old days letting someone wear your underwear 

or borrow your toothbrush. Inviting someone into your space is incredibly personal. It’s 

basically not done. Letting this guy know where I live is huge enough, but letting him crash 

here? It’s epic. For a recluse like myself it’s the apocalypse all over again. 

“I said it’s fine.” I mean to sound sure, solid, but I think I come off angry.  

It’s because it’s not fine. It’s terrifying and it’s going to be awful, but I can do this. 

Maybe I need to prove to myself that I can. That I can stay unattached and unemotional. Maybe 

I want to know I’m a decent human being who can help her fellow man when the chips are 

down. Or maybe I’m a girl, he’s a guy and he’s here, a seemingly simple aligning of the stars 

that has never happened before in my world. One that is unlikely to ever happen again. He’s a 

comet shooting across the sky, his course only bringing him along every hundred years and if I 

want to experience this once in a lifetime event, I better open my eyes. 

“You’re sure?” he asks skeptically. 

“Do you want me to change my mind?” 

“Are any other rooms in this building safe?” 

“Nope. Windows are blown out of just about all of them and all of the doors are kicked 

in.” 

“Then no, I don’t want you to change your mind.” 

I nod sharply as I turn away, heading deeper into the loft. Away from the window and 

the darkness outside. Away from him. 

“Hey,” he calls quietly.  

I stop but I don’t face him. “What?” 

“Thanks. For taking me in tonight and for stepping in with the wolf. I—I made a 

mistake.” 

I nod my head slowly, thinking of the mistakes I’ve seen made. The ones I’ve made in 

the past. The ones I’m making now.  

“We all do,” I say, glancing over my shoulder at him. “Eventually.” 

I run for the bathroom. I need a minute. I need space in this huge room. A place where I 

can’t see him and I can’t feel his eyes. Having someone else around is stranger than I thought it 

would be. It’s harder than I imagined but it’s addicting at the same time. I like the sound of his 

voice as it roams around the room. I like the way he smiles and the fact that despite his idiot 

move with the wolf he’s smart. He’s a survivor like me. The problem is my instincts are telling 

me to get him out of here. Listening for his footsteps, hearing his breathing, sensing his 

proximity in the room – it’s all too much to handle. I’m used to classifying every sound not 

made by me as a threat. His very existence has me on edge and it’s not exactly something I can 

turn off. I can’t tell my brain and body, hey don’t worry about it, he’s friendly and expect them 

to obey because I trained them for years to worry about everything. To see everyone as a threat. 

And who knows? Maybe he actually is.  

When I get myself pulled together I return to the main area to find him examining the 

bike again. He’s not touching it this time. Just looking. 

“How did you learn to do this?” he asks, glancing up at me from his crouched position. 

I shrug. “I know a guy.” 



“You know a guy?” he asks with a grin. “What are you, a mobster? You got 

connections?” 

“Maybe. How do you know about mobsters?” 

“I read. How do you know about them?” 

“Same. Books. Plus my dad and I used to watch old movies together. He liked old black 

and whites.” 

“Do you have any here?” 

“No. I don’t watch them anymore. I haven’t since—you know.” 

“Yeah, I do. What kind of movies do you have?” he asks, thankfully changing the 

subject. I don’t feel like playing the How Did You Lose Everything game tonight. Or ever. 

“Nothing you’d like,” I deflect, feeling suddenly embarrassed by my meager collection. 

All I have is a box set of old 80’s movies about kids in high school, something I never got to 

experience. Breakfast Club, Fast Times at Ridgemont High, Sixteen Candles, Pretty in Pink.  

“I haven’t seen a movie in years. I’ll like anything,” he insists. 

“No, I doubt it.” 

“What do you have that you’re hiding? Are they dirty?” 

I frown. “Dirty?” 

“Sex tapes. Porn. Skin flicks.” 

“What?! No!” I exclaim, feeling myself blush for what is probably the first time in my 

entire life. “They’re 80’s romantic comedies.” 

“Cool. Let’s watch one. But just for the record, I would have gladly watched a sex tape. 

No judgment.” 

“I don’t have sex tapes,” I grumble. 

“No judgment.” 

“I don’t—“ 

“What’s in here now?” he interrupts, kneeling down in front of the small unit. 

“Um, Sixteen Candles, I think.”  

I don’t think, I know. Images of Jake Ryan dance through my mind as this Ryan invades 

my home.  

“Alright, I’ll drive.” He hops up on the bike and sits perched ready to go. “How fast do I 

go? What do I do?” 

Apparently this is happening. I’m torn. I feel a little (or a lot) suffocated by his presence. 

He’s so here. So actively in the world, in my world, it’s a little overwhelming for me. 

I take a step back. 

“I think I, um,” I begin, looking anywhere but at him. 

“Joss, are you okay?” 

My name. Hearing him speak my name is the last straw. It’s too much.  

“It’s going to rain and I need water. I have to go the roof for a bit. I’ll be back.”  

I’m already backing out of the room toward the roof hatch. I can’t get out of here fast 

enough. 

“I’ll help you.” 

I hold up my hands to stop him. To ward him off like a dangerous animal. “No, stay. 

Please stay. I don’t want help. Or company.” 

“Oh.” He sits back on the bike slowly, looking surprised. 

“Yeah, so stay here. Watch the movie. Just pedal at a regular pace, a steady rhythm you 

can keep up. I’ll be back in a few minutes.” 



I’m gone for an hour.  

I empty the contents of the bucket into a canister I can seal and easily bring downstairs 

with me, then I position the bucket in the center of the roof just as fat raindrops start to fall. I 

wish I had more containers here. It rained a couple days ago. I’m sure my rain catchers on the 

other roofs are doing well, if only I could get to them. I stand outside in the fresh, open air 

breathing deeply and enjoying the silence but for the rhythm of the rain. It’s calming, something 

I definitely need right now. I listen to the sound of the drops pinging off the bucket, the 

building, the rest of the world. It fills the gaping, empty spaces left behind by so many dead and 

if I close my eyes I can pretend they’re all still here. Still out there in the rain with their 

umbrellas and galoshes, hurrying to and from cars carrying groceries, briefcases and babies, 

going in and out of buildings that aren’t decaying or wreaking of rot and ruin.  

I drink it in until I can’t stand the cold anymore. Until I can’t stand my own lies.  

When I get back inside I hear the sound of the bike moving. It’s sort of surreal, almost a 

little spooky. Like seeing a ghost. I can also hear the movie, the one I love the most and know 

by heart. He hasn’t noticed me come back in, or else he isn’t letting on that he notices, so I sit in 

the dark as far away from him as I can and I listen.  

“When you don’t have anything, you don’t have anything to lose, right?” 

“That’s a cheerful thought.” 

I glance around the dark loft asking myself why I’m courting disaster by having 

anything that’s mine. Anything even vaguely worth defending. Worth fighting for. I also 

wonder what I’ll do with it all now. Now that he knows where I live and I have to leave. Should 

I try and move it to another building? Should I leave it all behind and start over? I’m exhausted 

and sad just thinking about it. And angry. At him. 

Suddenly Ryan laughs, startling me. The sound fills the large space, drowning out the 

movie and his pedaling. It reaches me in my far, dark corner, wrapping around me until I feel 

myself smiling as well. It’s stiff, unused for so long, but it’s there. For the next half hour I sit on 

the hard floor with a butt going numb as I listen to Ryan chuckle, laugh and snort at the 

dialogue. It’s a great movie, one about a world we’ll never know. Like a fairy tale we’ve heard a 

million times about kings, knights and dragons, only this one is about parties and driver’s 

licenses. Things we’ll never experience, never see, but want to believe in. 

“That’s just so my friends won’t think, you know, I’m a jerk.” 

“But they’re all pretty much jerks, though, aren’t they?” 

“Yeah, but the thing is, I’m kinda like the leader, you know? Kinda like the King of the 

Dipshits.” 

“How are you not laughing?” Ryan asks, addressing me but not turning away from the 

small screen. 

“I am,” I say, my lie quietly defensive. 

“I haven’t heard you laugh once.” 

It’s because I don’t. I didn’t realize it until just now, but I don’t laugh, not even at this 

movie that I love and find so funny. I don’t know why. Maybe because it’s always been just me 

and it feels weird to laugh alone. Or maybe I don’t find things as funny as I think I do. 

“I’m stealthy,” I say softly.  

He snorts as he glances at me, or at least at the dark corner where I’m sitting. 

“You don’t like having me here, do you?” 

I take a deep breath then let it out slow. “No. Yes. I don’t know. I’m not used to it.” 

“To what?” 



“People.” 

“You’ve lived alone for a long time?” 

“The last six years.” 

“Whoa,” he says, sounding genuinely surprised. 

“Yeah.” 

“Why? Why didn’t you join the Colony or a gang?” 

I hesitate, hating my answer but knowing it’s true. “I got tired of watching people die.” 

He pedals in silence watching the movie but I don’t think he’s really paying attention. 

“I get that,” he finally says, his voice low. I remember that his brother just died. Yeah, 

he gets it for sure. 

“I can’t believe I gave my underpants to a geek.” 

“I heard that,” Ryan says. 

“Heard what?” 

“You chuckled.” 

I grin in the darkness. He’s right. 

“Come sit up here,” he calls. “You’re making me nervous being over there.” 

I slink out of the shadows. I go as quiet as I can but I know Ryan knows I’m moving. 

We’re both too hyperaware of the world for him not to know. I don’t sit close to him. I don’t 

even sit close enough to see the screen because I simply don’t need to. By the time the movie is 

coming to an end I have my eyes closed and I’m mouthing the words silently. 

“Thanks for getting my undies back.” 

“Thanks for coming over.” 

“Thanks for coming to get me.” 

“Happy birthday, Samantha. Make a wish.” 

“It already came true.” 

Cue the 80’s music and the kiss over the cake. Cue the candles and the table and the 

glowing world inside a warm, happy home. Cue the boy and the girl and the love. Cue the 

silence and the darkness and the guy on the bike watching me.  



Chapter Three 
 

 

An hour later we hear the groaning. It’s a sure sign that his blood on the road has been 

working like a dinner bell, calling in the dead to chow. We both hurry quietly to the windows to 

look down. The rain is still falling lightly, something I had hoped would wash away his blood 

and keep the zombies away. No such luck. Through the very thin amount of light peeking 

through the clouds we can see a small horde gathering outside. I wait for the wolves to take 

notice, but they never do. They’re already gone. 

“They probably left when the rain started,” Ryan whispers. 

I nod in agreement. “That sucks.” 

“They know there’s blood down there. They’ll never leave. Not unless another target 

comes along.” 

“We could try to lead them away.” 

“You mean use ourselves as bait?” 

“I was specifically thinking of you as bait, but yes.” 

“Wouldn’t be my first time,” he mutters. 

I glance at him, but I’m not surprised. I’ve done it too. We all have, I’m sure.  

He meets my eyes and shrugs. “Your home, your call.”  

“Do you know this neighborhood?” 

“A little,” he responds vaguely. “If I had to run I’d make it out. I’m pretty sure.” 

I nod, thinking. It’s tempting. But it’s also dangerous. Sure, he could lure the zombies 

away from my front door and I’d be safe for the night but who’s to say they wouldn’t lose him 

and come right back? Obviously the scent of blood and living flesh is strong enough here for 

them to be swarming. This rain might wash more of it away but how soon?  

“What would your gang do?” 

“We’d kill them. We always kill them when we can.” 

“Do you think we can?” 

He shakes his head. “I don’t know. I can’t count them. Maybe.” 

“You willing to work with a maybe?” 

He grins. “A maybe, one knife and a busted hand? How could it go wrong?” 

“We can do something about the knife.” 

“I almost want to stick with it just to see if I can do it.” 

“Yeah, well,” I begin, leading him toward the wall beside the door, “I’d rather you 

didn’t try to get me killed again.” 

There’s a large, discolored drop cloth hanging from the wall. I pull it aside to unveiling 

my collection. Ryan’s eyes light up as he whistles at the sight. 

“Joss, I’m gonna be honest with you.” He reverently runs his hand over each tool, all of 

them dented, dinged, mangled and well used. Well worn. Well wielded. “If you weren’t so 

hostile, I’d be in love with you by now.” 

I can’t understand that statement and I can’t look him in the eyes, so I stick to what I 

know. Silence. 

He picks up a weapon; a tire iron. Not your average, store it in the trunk of your car tire 

iron. This one is long and incredibly sharp at one end, round and blunt on the other. 

“That’s really not the best—“ I begin, but he cuts me off with a smile. 



“It’s perfect.” He swings it around, spinning it back and forth, testing its weight and 

reach. 

I grab my go to weapon, the most used of them all. 

“Is that what I think it is?” 

In answer I whip my hand out. The baton extends to its full length of 16 inches. It’s all 

steel, all deadly. 

“It’s an ASP,” I reply proudly. 

“That is killer.” 

I can’t stop the chuckle from rising out of my chest. I flip it in my hand, offering the 

handle to him. He takes it up eagerly to test it out with a couple practice swings. 

“It can break bone, can’t it?” 

“Oh yeah,” I say with a nod. “It’ll crack skulls.” 

“Where did you get this and are there more of them?” He collapses it down then swings 

it out as I did, snapping the baton out to attention. He laughs when it extends. 

“I found it in an apartment years ago. It was the only one.” 

“Dammit.” 

“I know. I did a happy dance when I found it.” 

He hands it back to me. “You happy dancing? I can’t picture it.” 

“I’d rather you didn’t.” 

“I’d rather see it.” 

“That’s not going to happen.” I stash the ASP in my pocket and lift the wood from the 

door. “You ready for this?”  

“I’m always ready.”  

I look back at him, eyebrows raised. “How’s your hand?” 

He rolls his eyes at me. I hate the gesture so much I feel a little like punching him again. 

“I told you, I made a mistake. It was one time.” 

“Your one time mistake almost got both of us killed. It still might.” 

“I said I was sorry.” 

“No,” I say, shaking my head, “you did not. When did this imaginary apology happen?” 

“Well I meant to say it.” 

I lean back against the unsecured door, crossing my arms over my chest.  

“What?” he asks impatiently. 

“I’m waiting.” 

“Seriously?” When I don’t respond he sighs heavily. “Joss, I am so terribly sorry. Please 

forgive me.” 

His voice is dead, completely insincere. I continue to wait. 

He sighs again as his shoulders slump slightly. “I’m sorry.” 

“Thank you,” I say happily, popping up off the door and swinging it open. 

Before I head out into the hall I look both ways like I’m crossing the street. I’ve been 

blindsided by a zombie before. It’s like being hit by a truck that’s all teeth, drool and stink. It 

sticks with you. 

“Is this really a good idea?” he whispers as we step out into the hall. 

 “Now?” I whisper back sharply. “You’re asking that question now?”  

“I’m just saying maybe we should wait until first light.” 

I know what he’s really worried about; squaring off with Risen with an untested partner. 

Fighting with the wrong person, or another person at all, can prove fatal. You put your faith in 



them to cover you in some way but what if they make a mistake? What if they fail you? What 

do you do then?  

You let the infected have them and you run, that’s what.  

Then you live alone and you keep your mouth and memory shut. 

I shake my head, not willing to let him use this lame excuse. It’s a shady way of saying I 

don’t trust you.  

“You know why that’s stupid.” 

“Because there will be more of them by then,” he mutters grudgingly. 

“Exactly. If we kill what’s out there now, they’ll work as a deterrent for others. They 

don’t come around their own stink.” 

“We’re gonna have to clear them though.” 

“No we won’t.” 

“What? Now who’s being stupid? You have to clear them or people will know you live 

around here. Dead undead on your doorstep is like a Welcome mat to Colonists. Your home 

could be compromised.” 

“It already is,” I say, my quiet voice dripping with venom.  

He touches my arm, stopping me. I make a point of looking up at his eyes and ignoring 

where he’s touching me even though the contact is searing my skin through my clothes. He does 

it like it’s nothing and I think to him, having lived with his brother and being surrounded by 

other people, it’s just that; nothing. They probably touch each other all the time. To me, though, 

it’s everything and it’s almost as beautiful as it is frightening.  

“You’re talking about me?” he whispers, his brow furrowing. 

“Of course I’m talking about you. You know where I live. You know what I have. I 

can’t stay here anymore. When you leave tomorrow morning, so will I.” 

“For good?” I nod and he shakes his head, clearly annoyed. “You don’t have to do that. I 

swear to you, I’m not a threat.” 

“Maybe not now because you don’t need anything. But what happens in a month or so 

when the winter hits hard? What if you need something you know I have? What if your gang 

loses control of their home and it’s cold outside and you’re desperate? You’re swearing to me 

that you won’t lead them all straight to me?” 

“Yes,” he says, his eyes hard. 

I shake my head. “I don’t know you. Your word means nothing to me.” 

His jaw clenches as his hand tightens on my arm. He’s angry.  

“I hate the thought of you losing your home because you saved me.”  

I roughly shake off his hand. “You and me both.” 

When we get to the gate at the bottom of the stairs I miss the wolves. If they were still 

here the dead wouldn’t be. The wolves would have made quick work of them, shredding them 

to pieces and leaving nothing but a disgusting, comforting pile of gore and guts. The animals 

don’t eat the zombies. In fact, most of them stay clear of them, predators being the only ones 

who attack them. You can tell they’re around when deer go blazing by you down an alley or in 

the middle of a mall. Birds will take to the skies screaming and screeching like crazy. They’re a 

natural warning system but even they can fail you. Even the wolves will let you down 

sometimes. 

Waiting at the gate for us is a group of eight dead. Eight bobbing heads. Eight gaping, 

moaning mouths that I can smell from here, the thick rot of their insides wafting up and out 



toward us with each movement. Eight sets of hands clawing through the gate, some clawing 

through each other not caring if it hurts or if it’s right.  

It’s a lot of them. More than I’ve seen rounded up in one spot lately. They’re 

disappearing slowly, either being picked off by aggressive animals or by us, the remaining 

vigilante humans living in the wild. The people in the Colonies should be thanking us, maybe 

throwing a little of that homemade bread our way now and then for the service we’re 

performing. One day the outside world will once again be zombie free and they’ll have us to 

thank for it. The ones who refused to hide behind their walls and tend their fields. The ones still 

fighting the good fight. People like Ryan and I. 

“How do you wanna do this?” he asks. “Kill who we can through the gate? Open it up 

and try to shove them back into the street? Let them start coming up the stairs and pick ‘em off 

one, maybe two at a time?” 

“If we had a gun, I’d say kill ‘em through the gate.” 

“But we don’t.” 

I shake my head sharply. “Nope, we don’t. So that’s out. I don’t like the idea of getting 

out in the open with them where they can surround us.” 

“Right, going into the street is sketchy. We’d also have to push them back which means 

close contact in close quarters.” He looks at me with a grimace. “I sort of hate that.” 

“Me too,” I agree heartily. “But opening the gate and letting them come at us means 

close quarters too and we both have melee weapons. Can’t really get a good swing in this 

stairwell. Especially not side by side. We might accidentally hit each other.” 

He smirks. “Tell me how much that idea bothers you.” 

“At the moment, you’re more inconvenient to me unconscious or dead than alive.” 

“I’m glad you’re warming up to me.” 

I snort derisively.  

“So…” he says slowly. “What do you want to do?” 

I sigh as I rub my hand over my eyes, feeling tired. “Go back upstairs, eat dinner and 

watch another movie.” 

Beside me I feel his chuckle as much as I hear it. We’re pressed in tight together 

standing in front of this door with sixteen pair, wait, no an odd fifteen (someone’s missing one) 

opaque eyes staring at us.  

“What are we having for dinner?” Ryan asks. 

“Homemade waffles, hot off the skillet.” 

“With fresh strawberries?” 

“And whipped cream.” 

“Scrambled eggs.” 

“And bacon.” 

“Lots of bacon,” he says emphatically. 

My mouth is watering. I regret playing this game. My cold carrots and potatoes are 

going to taste especially bland now. 

“Let’s get this over with.” I glance at him questioningly. “Shove them back? Get the 

range to beat their heads in?” 

He nods once. “Sounds good. On my count?” 

“Go.” 

“Three… two… one!” 



I unlatch the gate and we kick it out toward them. It connects with the two that were 

pressed against it and shoves them back into the throng. They all jostle loosely, one falling 

down completely. I’d rather he’d stayed vertical because now we’ve got a potential ankle biter 

to worry about.  

“Crawler on my side!” I shout to Ryan in warning. “Watch the floor.” 

“Got it! I’ll cover you while you take him out.” 

As we push the horde back, avoiding snapping jaws and clawing fingers as best we can, 

I keep an eye on the floor. The group tramples over their fallen buddy, reluctantly giving up 

ground to us as we push them back with weapons held out against their chests. I have to let my 

mind go blank as we get this close to them, as we intentionally touch them. I can feel the texture 

of their skin beneath the remnants of their clothes. It’s waxy and disturbing in its cold 

malleability. I worry my fingers or knuckles are going to sink into their flesh, tearing through 

the skin and driving right down to the bone. And they wouldn’t even flinch.  

They’re hideous and strong, stronger than you would believe, but they’re also clumsy as 

hell. They push back against us hard but all it takes is a swift kick to the knee and they stumble, 

making it easier to push them. You just have to be careful not to get overzealous or you end up 

with more crawlers.  

I have nightmares about crawlers.  

When this one’s head is in sight and the horde is almost out the second doorway and into 

the street, I step quickly to the side, leaving Ryan exposed on his left. I don’t like doing it, to 

him or myself, but this guy on the floor has got to go. I lift the ASP and line up the shot like a 

golfer. When I swing the steel ball at the end toward his temple I know it’ll do its job. People I 

can’t count on but steel is a faithful friend. The resounding crack! that echoes through the 

entryway and reverberates all the way up my arms tells me this Risen is no more. 

I quickly fall in line beside Ryan again to help him push the remainders outside. Once 

we’re clear of the doorway we spread out slightly to give each other room but we keep our 

backs to the wall. You learn that real quick, alone or with an army. Keep your back defended. 

The dead heavily favor Ryan, probably drawn in by his injured hand and the blood 

readily available at the surface of his skin. Five of them move to surround him while only two 

stick with me.  

“Hell,” I mutter, not liking his odds. 

It shouldn’t bother me, but it does. I shouldn’t care if he makes it or not, but I do. 

For the second time today I play the reluctant hero.  

I step away from the wall and take a huge swing at the zombie closest to me. He goes 

down quickly, the side of his face soundly bashed in and turned quickly to gray mush. I ignore 

the other one who’s on me and I hurry to Ryan. My back is exposed making me feel naked in 

the cold night air, rain falling over me, matting my hair to my face. I take a quick, hard swing at 

the kneecap on one of Ryan’s zombies. It drops to the ground, unable to hold its weight on the 

badly broken leg. They don’t feel pain but a broken leg is still a problem for them. It’s like 

chopping off a hand. Whether they feel it or not, that limb is now useless. 

I do the same to another zombie, a young boy, only this time I take out his leg at the 

shin. The bone pops out through his skin, spraying his black tar blood over the sidewalk. He 

topples over. I want to say it bothers me brutalizing a child but it doesn’t. Live in this world 

long enough and the dead are just that – dead. It doesn’t walk like a child or talk like a child so 

it’s pretty easy to accept that it’s no longer a child. Moral qualms put to rest. If you’re 

uncomfortable with that, go join the Colonies.  



“Joss, your six!” Ryan calls out as he stabs the sharp end of the iron straight into a 

Risen’s eye. It slides in smoothly and the zombie crumples, slipping slowly off the steel. 

“I know,” I growl. 

I’m aware of it, have been the whole time. It’s about three paces behind me and closing. 

I spin quickly, bringing up the ASP and making contact on its face. I make sure to close my 

eyes and mouth when I hit it because sometimes you get exploders. Like a rotten pumpkin that 

blows up when you toss it against the pavement or kick it in. Dead and dusty as it may look, 

sometimes it retains some of its juices. This one sure does. I feel the spray hit me in the face and 

I immediately use the inside of my coat to wipe it clear. I’m not worried about infection, not 

really. Mostly it’s just gross. 

When I turn around, Ryan has taken out the crawlers I created and is working on the last 

of the standing. He rears back then slams the sharp end of the tire iron into the Risen’s mouth. It 

crunches when it hits bone in the back of the skull. Ryan immediately jerks down hard on his 

end, letting out an angry shout. It pries the zombies jaw off the hinges and I’m pretty sure it 

snaps the spinal cord. Either way, the dead get deader.  

“You okay?” Ryan asks, breathing heavy. 

His hair is soaked by the rain like mine and he runs his hand through it, spiking it up off 

his forehead. His eyes are big and excited from the adrenaline of the kill. I imagine that despite 

my bad attitude I probably look about the same. You never learn to like it, this life, but 

eventually you do learn to enjoy the highs. Being outnumbered by Risen and coming out 

unscathed, that’s a high. A big one. 

“Yeah, I’m great,” I say, almost meaning it. 

He glances around at our handiwork. “Let’s pull them into the building, stow them in an 

empty room.” 

“Why bother?” 

“Because that way no one will see them, not unless they’re already in the building. The 

rain will wash away most of this.” He gestures to the pooling black mess pouring out of the 

zombies onto the pavement. 

“I’m leaving anyway.” 

“But this could buy you some time. You don’t have to leave so soon.” 

“I have to leave when you leave.” 

He shakes his head as he runs his hand over his hair again, clearly frustrated. “Let’s just 

do this, let’s take care of this problem and we can sort any others out later.” 

“Fine, okay,” I agree, stowing my ASP and pushing my wet mass of hair out of my face. 

“Let’s pull them inside and get out of this rain. As much as I want a shower, I’m getting cold.” 

  



Chapter Four 
 

 

“You’re not in a gang but you’re trading with someone,” Ryan comments, munching on 

a carrot. 

We’re working through a bag of vegetables I’ve pulled out that I got from Crazy 

Crenshaw in exchange for meat. He’s not a hunter, not even close. He’s a gardener. Of all kinds 

of things. All kinds of plants, if you get my meaning. He’s always trying to trade me certain 

herbs for the meat I bring him but I stick to veggies. Ryan was surprised at how large the 

vegetables are. Apparently Lost Boys are poor gardeners as well and I wonder if it’s not a skill 

possessed solely by the older generation. 

“Why do you say that?” I ask, averting his eyes.  

I don’t want to talk about Crenshaw. He trades with Lost Boys but I don’t know which 

ones exactly. I’m not about to go talking about him to someone he might want to avoid. 

He waves his carrot at me, getting my attention. “No way you grew this somewhere in 

here. Not unless you have a garden on the roof?” 

I shake my head. “There’s nothing on this roof.” 

“I didn’t think so.” 

“So what are you getting at?” 

He takes a bite of the carrot. “Nothing. Just making an observation.” 

“It feels more like an invasion.” 

“Or a conversation,” he says with a grin. 

I roll my eyes and take a sip of water from my canister, washing down the dry, cold 

broccoli I’ve been working on. And it is work. Unfulfilling yet nourishing work. 

“Does your gang trade in the markets?” I ask, changing the subject while offering him 

the canister. 

He takes a sip from it as well, his mouth on the cool metal almost exactly where mine 

was. I blush yet again. I’m setting a record or making up for lost time. It’s embarrassing either 

way. I don’t like things I can’t control. 

“You’ve been to the markets?” he asks, sounding surprised. 

I shake my head firmly, chuckling slightly at the idea of me showing up there. “No, 

never. But I’ve seen them happening. They’re hard to miss.” 

“Seeing all of us rounded up like that, it must be your worst nightmare.” 

“Crawlers.” 

“What about crawlers?” 

“Crawlers are my worst nightmare.” 

He nods his head. “That’s a legitimate fear.” 

“What’s yours?” 

“What’s my worst fear?” 

“Yeah. You know mine. Now you owe me yours.” 

He laughs as he leans back on his palms, looking relaxed. “No way.” 

“It’s part of the deal. Spill it.”  

“I made no such deal. You really haven’t been to the markets. You would know that you 

don’t give up anything without knowing exactly what you’re going to get in return.” He grins at 

me crookedly. “And you’re gettin’ nothin’.” 

I shake my head in disgust. “I hate people.” 



“I hear ya.” 

I study him for a moment, unsure if I want to tread on sacred ground. In the end 

curiosity wins out over etiquette.  

“Do you like the people in your gang?” I ask quietly. 

He stares at me for a long time and I worry I shouldn’t have asked. It’s a delicate thing 

to talk about. I don’t want to know the name of his gang or their location, basically any 

identifying information whatsoever. He owes it to his crew to keep them and their location a 

secret. Also, it’s important to me that he never think of me as a liability. As a mouth that needs 

silencing. I’m just about to tell him to forget it when he shrugs. 

“I guess. Not all of them all of the time, but for the most part, yeah. I wouldn’t stick with 

them if I didn’t like them.” He sits forward again and studies the pattern on the now empty 

veggie bag. It has a pink Hello Kitty on it. Don’t judge, I have my reasons for keeping it. “I 

think I stayed with them for as long as I did because of my brother. He likes… liked this group 

of guys. I got offers to join larger gangs. To live bigger and better, but I always stayed because 

of Kev.” 

I don’t want to talk about his brother. I know that sounds calloused and that’s because I 

am; I’m calloused. I have a hard exterior and none of the soft, nougaty center to balance it out. 

I’ve worked hard to sink the callouses down deep, layer after layer until I’m more Jawbreaker 

than anything else. 

“Was it The Hive?”  

He looks at me silently with guarded eyes. 

“I only ask because you said ‘live bigger and better’ and from what I’ve seen, no one but 

the Colonies lives bigger and better than The Hive,” I explain. “I’m not… I know you’re not 

one of them because of your neck. I don’t want to know what gang you’re in.” 

He lifts his hand to touch the clean skin of his neck. If he were a member of The Hive, 

the largest gang in the area shamelessly living completely unhidden in the aquarium down at the 

wharf, he would have a hornet tattooed there. The Hive is huge by normal standards, easily 70 

people strong. Probably more. Everyone knows where they are but no one would dare attack 

them. Not even the Colonies, it seems. There are two in the CenturyLink and Safeco stadiums 

just a couple miles from the aquarium but as far as I know they’ve never clashed with The Hive. 

I find that both amazing and suspicious. 

“You’re not even a little curious?” 

I look at him hard. “Don’t tell me.” 

“I wasn’t going to,” he says, chuckling. “I was only asking if you were curious.” 

“I’m not.” 

“Okay.” 

A silence falls between us and I struggle for something to talk about. Hunting? No. 

Animal pelts? No. Jerky crafting? Ugh, no. Chit chat is not my strong suit. 

“How’d you end up alone like this?” he eventually asks.  

“I don’t want to talk about it.”  

He nods in understanding. “Alright. How about this? What’s your worst memory of the 

early days?” 

I scowl at him. “You mean aside from everybody dying?” 

He waves the question away. “Everybody’s messed up from that. What else have you 

got? What’s on your apocalypse highlight reel?” 

“This is a really dark question.” 



“You strike me as a really dark girl.” 

I hesitate. Am I flattered by that? No, that makes no sense. Still, though....  

“You tell me yours first.” 

“Nope, not a chance,” he says with a shake of his head. “But we’ll make a deal. 

Marketplace 101. If you tell me your most messed up moment from the beginning, I’ll tell you 

mine.” 

I think about my answer but I try not to go too deep. I don’t want to dig too far and pull 

out something truly ugly. A lot of this stuff from the early days is buried and gone as far as I’m 

concerned and I’m not about to go grave robbing to entertain him.  

“I wore boy’s clothes for the first year.” 

“That’s it?” he asks me, sounding annoyed. “That’s your worst?” 

“No, not by a long shot, but you asked what was on my highlight reel and that is. I had 

to wear boy’s clothes for the first year because the people who took me in were afraid to travel 

with a young girl. They hacked my hair off and made me wear baseball hats and Teenage 

Mutant Ninja Turtle shirts.” 

“You should have been wearing those anyway. They were awesome.” 

“I’m not arguing that. Now what’s yours?” 

He chuckles. “You think you get my worst in trade for that?” 

“No, but I get something off your list. Something scarring.” I point my finger at his face. 

“Your rules, remember?” 

“Alright, alright,” he laughs, surrendering. He thinks for a bit before saying, “We made 

the mistake of going to the zoo a couple months after it happened. My parents wanted to look 

for food, bottled water, a place to hide. They figured with it being fenced in that maybe the virus 

hadn’t had much room to spread there, if at all.” 

“Had it?” 

“Nah, it was pretty empty. There were a few employees and tourist types that were taken 

down by it. They were wandering around looking confused and hungry by then. The other 

inhabitants, though, that’s why we had to leave. That’s what was messed up. Kev and I couldn’t 

handle that nightmare.” 

“What nigh— Oh no, those poor animals!” 

“Yeah. Every last one of them starved in their cage. Some had eaten others and it wasn’t 

always the animal you’d think that was left last.” He shivers quickly and shakes it off. “Can you 

imagine what the prisons were like?” 

“Maybe they let the prisoners out.” 

“I doubt it.” 

“I’m not so sure about that,” I mutter.  

“Why do you say that?” 

“Because it seems like most of the people out there belong in prison.” 

He nods in agreement. “You’re right. But that’s just the way things are, I think. Kill or 

be killed kind of thing. You get so used to fighting and killing the zombies, maybe it doesn’t 

seem so crazy to kill other people anymore. At least to survive.” 

“Is that how you feel?” 

He shrugs, looking away. “No. Maybe. I’m not gonna go out looking for people to kill, 

but if someone busted in here and threatened me or yo—yeah, if I feel threatened enough, I’ll 

kill another person.” 



I pause, unsure if I should ask the next question. I don’t know if he’ll answer and I don’t 

know if I want him to. But messed up as I am, I’m not a coward. 

“Have you?” 

He meets my eyes, challenging me with them. “Have I what?” 

“Have you killed another person?” 

“Yeah. I have,” he replies bluntly, his eyes unflinching. 

“I haven’t.” 

“I know.” 

I scowl at him. “How do you know?” 

“Because you’re looking at me like I’m dangerous. Like I’m questionable. If you’d done 

it too, if you knew what it was like to be backed that hard against a wall, you wouldn’t be 

judging me now.” 

“I’m not judging you.” 

“Yes you are. And it’s okay. I’m not proud of it, not like the psychopaths out there that 

do it for fun. But I’m not sorry either.” 

There’s a long silence that I have no idea how to fill. I look anywhere but at him, unsure 

where we go from here. After this, what is there to talk about? 

“Don’t be scared of me,” he says quietly. 

My eyes shoot to his, surprised. He’s looking at me with steel in his gaze but there’s 

something else there too. Something almost sad.  

“I’m not.” 

He nods once. “Good.” 

“Does it bother you that you’ve—“ 

“Can we go outside?” he asks, standing up suddenly. “The rain has stopped. Maybe we 

could hit the roof? I’m feeling closed in here.” 

I look around the massive room we’re sitting in with its twelve foot ceilings and nearly 

total lack of walls and I wonder what he’s talking about. But I don’t ask. When we head for the 

door I pause for a moment, debating, then hold up a finger to him.  

“Wait.”  

I dig around in my backpack, searching. What I need is so small it fits in my two coat 

pockets, making it easy to hide it from him. 

“Okay. Let’s go,” I say, hurrying up through the hatch. 

When we get to the roof I immediately check the rain bucket. I’m relieved to find it far 

fuller than it was before. Water is my worry, far bigger than my concern for food.  

“You’re good?” Ryan asks, watching me smile at my bucket. 

“For a bit, yeah. I still need to go get more tomorrow.” 

“I won’t drink anymore.” 

“Don’t be stupid. Of course you can drink some.” 

“I don’t want to make you go out to the watering holes if you don’t have to. They’re 

dangerous lately.” 

I haven’t told him I have other water sources. That I don’t go to the holes. Ever. They’re 

communal type areas where water pools (old fountains, swimming pools, etc.) where people go 

to gather rain water. They’re dangerous no matter what, but for someone like me living alone 

and fending for herself, they’re a nightmare. A death sentence.  

“Have you seen a lot of Risen there?” 



“No. We don’t go there very often. We do what you do – capture the rain – but on a 

much larger scale. But we’ve heard things from other gangs. Stuff about what’s been going on 

at the holes.” 

“What’s happening?” 

“Roundups. A lot of them.” 

The Colonies. They perform roundups of the survivors in the wild, a lot like a 

dogcatcher picking up strays. It’s not voluntary. Not anymore. If they find you, especially if 

you’re young, they’ll take you by force back to one of the compounds and keep you there. It 

used to be they rumbled around town in their trucks and called out over loudspeakers for people 

looking for sanctuary to join them. They offered a warm, dry bed, larger meals than a lot of us 

could remember ever eating and safety from the infected. All you had to do was follow them 

like the Pied Piper out to their compound where you’d work to pay your way. 

Now, though, it isn’t so merry. Now they scour the city in run down vehicles that run 

silently, electric most likely, and snatch people off the streets. They write messages on old 

billboards and on the sides of buildings trying to drum up new recruits.  

Be part of a community again! Serve a purpose! 

We have doctors! Nurses! Teachers! Farmers! All we need is YOU! 

They promise everything under the sun to get us to join willingly. They single out young 

people, advertising working generators and game systems on large TVs. Hot showers. Hot 

meals. Milk! That right there, even on my strongest of days, could almost persuade me to go 

along with them. But I never do. Something just isn’t right about it. They act like they’re trying 

to save us, saying we are lost and they would return us to the fold where we’d be safe and 

sound, but I don’t know these people. Not one of them. How can I be returned to somewhere 

I’ve never been? 

“What do you have in your pockets?” 

“What?” I ask, blinking at him. I hadn’t realized I’d zoned out.  

It’s getting really late. I’m getting tired and I need to sleep. But I know I won’t. I can’t. 

The comet is still shooting across the sky and I don’t want to miss it. 

“You pulled something out of your bag before coming up here,” Ryan says, gesturing to 

my pockets. “What was it?” 

I smile with excitement and step closer to him, eager to show him. If he thought the TV 

was cool… 

“Is that—does it work?” he asks, staring at my open hands. 

“Yeah, it does. I wasn’t kidding before. I use the bike to charge it.” 

“I thought you were being a smart ass.” 

“Well, I was,” I admit, carefully plugging a short black cord into the top of the iPod in 

my hand. “I don’t have a hairdryer or a cell phone.” 

“Or a fridge or oven?” 

“Nope, sorry.” 

“Don’t be sorry, just turn it on,” he says excitedly. His eyes are bright with anticipation. 

“I haven’t heard music in… God, in forever.” 

“You guys don’t have any power?” 

“Not really. Just some broke down solar panels that hardly work anymore. And no one 

has stuff like this,” he says, pointing to the device as the screen lights up. It makes our faces 

glow a bluish-white in the near perfect darkness. I worry for a moment, thinking it’s like 



lighting the Bat Signal up here. If anyone is watching the skyline they’ll notice. They’ll know 

we’re here. 

“Here,” Ryan says, stepping close to me and wrapping his arms around me lightly. The 

iPod is pressed between us, the light of the small screen now mostly trapped. “Better?” 

“Better,” I mumble, keeping my head down over the screen as I scroll through it. I can 

feel his heat coming up out of the neck of his jacket. His chin and cheek are brushing against 

my temple and his breath is in my hair, warm and ticklish.  

“Do you have batteries in the speakers?” His voice rumbles right beside my ear. 

I shake my head slightly. I hook the speakers to the belt loop on my jeans. “No. They 

don’t need power. They’re not very good, but—“ 

“But it’s better than nothing.” 

“I think so.” 

I pick a song to play for him. My favorite, because why not share them all with him 

tonight? Why not let the things I love out to breath and exist for eyes and ears other than my 

own? I’m finding that it makes them fresh and new to me again. Brighter and shinier than 

they’ve ever been. Myself included. 

I dare to glance up at him and see his eyes are closed. I look down again quickly, feeling 

like an intruder on something sacred. 

“Do you like it?” I whisper to him. 

“I love it.” 

I smile. It’s getting easier. 

When the song comes to an end I feel Ryan take a deep breath. I look up at him again to 

see he’s smiling. His eyes are shining in the darkness.  

“It’s so… full,” he whispers. “I’ve heard people play guitar or sing, but not like that. Not 

so many voices and instruments all at once. Not in a long, long time.” He chuckles at himself 

and closes his eyes again. “Can we listen to it one more time?” 

When the music begins again his arms tighten around me, pulling me closer. We’re not 

hiding the iPod anymore. It’s flattened between us, our bodies pressed together from head to 

toe, only my arms folded up between us keeping us apart. He’s holding me to him and I have to 

fight the overpowering urge to rest my head on his shoulder. To free my arms and wrap them 

around him as well. I’m at the tip of the arc, at the closest point where the comet travels by the 

earth. I want to reach out my hand and trail my fingers through its shimmering tail of gray dust 

and starlight. I want a piece of it to stay with me, to cling to me and be one more thing I carry 

with me forever. One more load I happily bear.  

But I don’t because it’s all an illusion. The star that looks so close, close enough to 

touch, is really millions of miles away. It’s only passing through. It’s lighting up my night and 

my life for one brief shining moment, then it will be gone and I’ll have to forever make due 

with the memory. And that’s okay. That’s what’s safe. What’s smart. 

When the song ends I pull away with a wan smile. Ryan looks at me over the light of the 

iPod glowing like a candle between us. He leans toward me, only slightly. My heart hammers in 

my chest. 

If you don’t have anything, you don’t have anything to lose. 

The light blinks out. 

I step away, making him frown. 

The arc is ending. The comet starts its return to space. 
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Chapter One 
Vin – Nineteen Years Old 

 

 

I rap my knuckles against the door sharply, aiming for the face of the Santa sticker with 

the drunken grin that’s stuck to the surface. He’s wrinkled on one side, the adhesive gripping 

onto itself instead of the door and it sends a ripple down the side of his face that makes him look 

like he’s winking at me. 

“Sorry, Santa,” I mutter to him, “you’re not my type.” 

There’s rustling from inside. Rushed footsteps, a muffled holler. Finally feet block the 

light under the door. 

“Who is it?” they shout. 

“Jesus. It’s my birthday. Let’s party.” 

They hesitate. “What?” 

“Nothing, never mind. Open the door,” I demand, my voice kept low. 

“Not until you tell me—“ 

“Special delivery.” 

The knob turns slowly and the door cracks open. A flimsy brass chain dangles loosely 

above the bloodshot eye that peeks out at me suspiciously. It’s a woman. Sallow skinned and 

paranoid. 

“You’re the guy?” she asks. 

I nod my head curtly. 

“Are you armed?” 

“Are you?” 

“Maybe.” 

“Then you better hope I’m not.” 

She hesitates, her eye clouding with doubt. “What does that mean?” 

“It means open the door or I’m walking.” 

The door slams shut. The chain securing it jingles frantically. 

Tweakers. Lazy and useless until you threaten to take their toys away. 

She opens the door and I get a good look at her in the florescent yellow light of the hall. 

Her face is hollow. Sunken eyes, sharp cheek bones, and a tight sack of skin on bone under the 

skimpy shorts and tank top she’s wearing. She doesn’t have a bra but she’s got nothing there 

worth seeing. Every ounce of excess fat has been used up and thrown out a long time ago. I’d 

say she can’t be much older than me in years, but her body is so spent she’s a walking corpse. 

“You got the stuff?” she asks eagerly, her eyes roaming my body. 

“Would I be in this dump if I didn’t?” 

“Where is it?” 

“Where’s the money?” 

“Angelo!” she shouts over her shoulder. “It’s here!” 

I wish this chick would stop with the shouting. I want to make it in and out of these 

slums without being seen. This isn’t my regular route, it’s Bennett’s, and I’ll beat the shit out of 

him on sight for making me come here to deal with these people, but I’ll have to find him first. 

Dude went MIA this afternoon. No one’s heard from him in hours and in this business if you’re 

not answering your phone you’d better be dead. If you’re not, you will be for missing the call. 

“You wanna come in?” the girl asks. 



 

 

I keep my face blank, hiding my disgust. “No.” 

“We have beer.” 

“I’m not thirsty.” 

“You’re hot,” she says bluntly, her eyes scouring my black hair and olive skin. “None of 

the other delivery guys have been hot. They’re all old white guys who look like my uncle. What 

are you? Mexican? Italian?” 

“Scottish,” I lie. 

She frowns in confusion. “You’re not really Scottish, are you?” 

A guy shows up behind her, materializing from the shadows of the apartment. 

“Your guess is as good as mine,” I mutter, watching the guy closely. 

He’s wearing ripped jeans, missing a shirt. His brown hair is greasy and long, falling 

limp around his face, but he’s better off than the chick is. His face is fuller and his body is 

bulked with a little muscle, but it doesn’t look like he’s armed. Just in case, I keep my eyes on 

his hands. 

“Hey, what’s up, man?” he greets me casually. His voice is thick, raspy, and I’m not 

surprised when he suddenly turns his head to cough hard and wet into the trash strewn living 

room. 

“You okay, baby?” the chick coos. 

He ignores her, straightening and wiping his mouth with the back of his arm. “Can’t 

shake this fuckin’ cold.” 

“That’s rough,” I reply unsympathetically. “Do you have the payment?” 

“All business, huh?” 

“This isn’t a social call.” 

“No, I guess not. Yeah, yeah, I got your money.” He pulls a wad of cash out of his 

pocket and holds it up for me to see. 

I eye it with revulsion, not sure I want to take it. I have to, I know that, but I wish I was 

wearing gloves. With the Fever tearing shit up and down in Oregon I’m not eager to catch 

anything, and this dude has something nasty. No doubt about it. 

“We got a problem?” he asks. 

“No.” From the inside pocket of my black moto jacket I fish out a wrapped package no 

bigger than a small paperback. I toss it to him. 

He catches it easily with one hand but the girl grabs it before he can blink and starts 

searching for an opening to tear into. 

“Stop,” I tell her, my voice deadly serious. 

She blinks up at me in surprise. “Why?” 

“You can’t open that in front of me.” 

“The other guys didn’t care.” 

“I don’t care what your uncles did, this is how I work. You don’t open it in front of me.” 

“How do we know it’s what we ordered?” the guys demands. His fingers tighten and 

pull the cash deeper into his palm. 

“If it’s not, that’s not my problem. I’m the delivery boy. That’s it. You have a problem 

with your shipment, you can take that up with customer service. Not me.” 

“Did you steal it?” the chick shrieks. “You swapped it didn’t you? You took our—“ 

“Shut your mouth,” I growl at her, pointing my finger in her faded face. “Don’t tell me 

what you ordered, I don’t want to know. You got your package, give me the cash, and this 

transaction is over.” 



 

 

“No,” the guy says decisively. He crumples the money is his fist and shakes his head 

hard. “No way. Open it, Mandy. Check it.” 

I sigh, my shoulders rising and rolling. “This is a mistake.” 

“No, you made a mistake thinking you could cheat us.” 

“Don’t show me what’s in that package.” 

“Too late!” Mandy cries wildly. Her fingers have found an edge but the tips are blunt, 

her nails gnawed down to the nothing. She can’t get under the tape holding it closed. She curses 

and looks up at Angelo desperately. “Do you have a knife?” 

He pulls a switchblade from his back pocket and snaps it open. 

It never comes near me. It’s not a threat, no one is trying to use it on me, but I’m not 

about to give them time to try. I’m also not about to find out what’s in that package, even 

though I already know. It’s drugs, it’s no secret, but it’s the deniability of not seeing and really 

knowing that keeps me clean if the cops come calling. I delivered a package, I received payment 

– that’s it. That’s all I know. I can’t testify to more than that, I can’t go to jail for that, and so 

I’m less likely to get gunned down in the streets or stabbed in a prison shower to keep me quiet. 

This one rule, it’s how I stay alive and I’m not about to break it for these users. 

I reach out and grab onto Angelo’s arm just below the wrist. He cries out in surprise, 

then in pain as I twist his arm and bring him roughly to his knees. The blade clatters to the 

ground, Mandy starts screaming, and if this guy isn’t extremely careful I’ll dislocate his 

shoulder from the socket. 

“Not a fan of all this noise,” I lament quietly. 

“Shut up, Mandy!” Angelo bites out, his teeth clenched against the pain radiating from 

his back and arm. 

Fun fact about druggies – they’re sensitive to pain. They live the majority of their 

existence behind a haze that separates them from the basic realities of the world. Time is 

slowed, pain is deadened, and when you bring the real world to their door they have a hard time 

handling it. It’s too bright, too fast, and way too painful to manage. 

“Let him go!” she screams. 

“Listen to your boy, Mandy,” I tell her calmly. “Shut the hell up or I’ll pull his arm off.” 

“You—you can’t do that.” 

“No?” I twist slightly, making Angelo bark loudly in pain. “Are you sure? Should we 

find out?” 

“No! Let him go!” 

“Shut your mouth.” 

She whimpers slightly, bringing the package up to her mouth and pressing it hard against 

her lips. Her eyes are wide and bulging as she watches me control her boyfriend with one hand. 

“I have one rule; I don’t see what’s in the packages. I told you that, didn’t I?” 

No one answers. Even though I understand why, it still annoys me. 

“Didn’t I?!” I shout. 

“Yes,” Mandy weeps. 

Angelo nods his head roughly. He’s beginning to sweat. 

“Hopefully I’ll never have to come back here again,” I explain to them, easing my tone 

but not my grip. “You’ll get your regular guy, you’ll share your beer, and you can do whatever 

you want with your deliveries. But if I do come back here, are we going to have a problem or 

are you going to remember the rule?” 

Mandy lowers the package. Her lower lip is trembling. “We’ll remember.” 



 

 

“Angie?” I ask the guy. 

He grunts in agreement. 

I release his arm and let him drop. He coughs roughly as his cheek connects with the 

floor, spit flying from his lips onto the old newspapers scattered around him. Grainy photos of a 

burning building ripple with his breath as it bursts across the floor and under the pages, making 

it look alive. Like it’s on fire all over again. 

I bend down, pull the crumpled money from his hand, and take his switchblade from the 

floor, recessing the blade into the handle. I leave without another word. It’s late, I’m tired, and I 

want out of this ghetto as fast as my feet will carry me. 

When I push out of the doors to the rundown apartment building, I breathe in deeply. 

The fresh night air fills my lungs and pushes out the damp musk that I’ve been sucking for the 

last ten minutes. If I don’t get sick from the money Angelo handled, I’ll probably get something 

just from being inside this place. It’s the kind of slum I grew up in. The kind of place that’s 

never been up to code, that houses anger and poverty and locks it in its walls to keep forever, 

saving it for future generations and handing it down like prized possessions no one seems to be 

able to part with. 

A Seattle city bus wizzes by and I seriously consider jogging to the next stop to take it. 

Dawn isn’t far off and I’m a long way from home. But I need to report to Marlow at the bar 

with this filthy money first and I’m not willing to risk riding inside a city bus. Most people 

aren’t these days. Not since the Fever took down Portland. Not since we all watched it burn. 

Heading west toward home I zip the front of my jacket up high against the cold wind 

coming off the Sound. The streets are nearly deserted - just me and a few early risers stumbling 

numbly toward the start of their day - but I’m still on edge. Still watching every shadow and 

waiting for it to move.  

The cold wind slaps me hard in the face, chilling my breath in my lungs, and I can smell 

the rain riding on it. The scent of dry asphalt getting wet. I’m nearly to the bar when I feel the 

first fat rain drop on the top of my head and it’s quickly followed by another, then five, then 

hundreds, and instantly I’m surrounded by them as the streets turn slick and shining under my 

feet. As the world is bathed in water and new morning light. 

 

  



 

 

Chapter Two 
Trent - Fifteen Years Old 

 

 

It’s raining. 

Somewhere in the cabin there’s a leak in the roof that’s dripping water down onto the 

floor. I’ve looked everywhere but I can’t find it. I can only hear it. It’s driving me insane. 

I roll over in my bed, the wood frame creaking faintly in protest before falling back to 

sleep. I can hear my dad in the bunk above me snoring softly, the sound mingling with the 

heavy thrum of rain on the roof. With the steady drip of the leak on the floor. It refuses to rest so 

neither do I. 

drip…drip…drip 

Maybe it’s under the sink. The pipes sweating and dripping onto the floor inside the 

rough wood of the cupboards. They’re bowed and misshapen from too many years of too much 

rain, but it’s the Northwest. You’ll never get away from it. You’re more likely to run away from 

your own shadow than escape the water in these woods. They’re laden with it. Buried under its 

presence. Drowning below its promise. 

drip…drip…plop 

It’s getting louder. Wherever it’s leaking, the puddle is growing. 

I sigh, throwing off my heavy quilt and swinging my long legs over the edge of the bed. 

I remind myself to slouch as I sit up. I’ve been banging my head on the bunk above me lately. 

On branches hanging from the trees around the cabin that I’ve easily passed under for years. On 

upper cabinets I shouldn’t be able to see the inside of without rising up on my toes. I’m getting 

taller, thinner. My body isn’t the way I remember it, the depth of my voice still so new to me 

that it’s surprising when I speak. 

plop 

I groan roughly in irritation before lurching forward. I propel myself up and out of my 

bed as quickly as I can to keep from making too much noise. It creaks violently once, then it’s 

quiet. I pause to listen, standing perfectly still in the center of the small bedroom with nothing 

but the steady strum of my heart to give me away, but I’m in the clear. My dad keeps right on 

snoring. 

He taught me this – the silence. How to keep quiet when you’re hunting or hiding. He 

taught me to always be prepared. To never go more than five minutes from home without a pack 

on your shoulders with fresh water, three days food ration, and a weapon. 

“You never know what can happen in the woods,” he warned me, handing my eleven 

year old hands a knife the length of my forearm. “If you get treed by a bear and you have a pack 

with fresh water and food, you can wait him out. If you get turned around and lost—“ 

“How would I get lost?” I interrupted. 

“No one knows how they get lost, Trent. If they did they wouldn’t be lost.” 

“I know my way around. I’ll be okay.” 

“I hope so. But just in case I want you to be prepared.” 

“For what?” 

He looked unsure for a second, his eyes clouding dark and troubled. “Everything,” he 

murmured quietly. 

Using only the faint morning light sneaking in through the bedroom windows, I head out 

the door and into the kitchen. It sits in the corner of the only other room in the cabin. It’s 



 

 

nothing but a sink sharing counter space with a small gas stove and a short, ancient refrigerator 

crouching next to them. The walls are a warm wood tone reaching up to the open beam ceiling 

high above my head. Our furniture is simple but comfortable; a couch, two chairs, a small 

kitchen table with a couple stools slid underneath. The small space can’t handle guests and 

that’s okay because we’ve never had one. The only people we see on a regular basis are from 

the Farm. 

The Farm is a commune a couple miles to the north where they grow and sell organic 

fruits and vegetables. They also make honey and beeswax everything from their massive stock 

of bees. It has an official name – Sunset Grove, or something like that – but to us it’s the Farm. 

My dad has known the people running it almost his entire life and when Candace and Diane 

founded the place together twelve years ago they asked him to come out and join them. He 

didn’t want to live at the Farm but he was quick to take up the chance to build our small cabin, 

move his family out of the city, and leave the rest of the population behind. My mom was less 

thrilled. 

She didn’t last long. She took off one night when I was five and never came back. I 

barely remember her. The raspberry print curtains with uneven hems hanging from the kitchen 

window are the only proof she was ever here. Dad says he keeps them to remind us both to 

forgive her because she tried. This life just wasn’t for her. 

Sometimes I wonder if it’s for me or if I grew up in it and don’t know any better. Would 

I like living in the city? Would I like being part of society? What’s it like to pick fruit off a table 

instead of a tree?  

I have absolutely no idea and the not knowing bothers me. 

I hear it when my dad turns over in bed, moans in a long stretch, and finally rolls out of 

the bunk to land on the hard floor with a soft thump. He shuffles out of the bedroom with wild, 

long hair, scratching his dark beard absently. 

“Hey, buddy,” he mumbles groggily. “What are you doing already up?” 

“I couldn’t sleep. There’s a leak.” 

“Where?” 

“I don’t know. I can’t find it.” 

“Then how do you know there is one?” 

“I can hear it.” 

He looks at me quizzically. “Over the sound of the rain on the roof, you can hear a leak 

that you can’t see?” 

“Yes.” 

He wanders over to the kitchen and pulls the kettle off its hook on the wall. “That’s not 

possible.” 

“I’m not lying.” 

“No, but I think you’re not feeling right. You haven’t been sleeping well lately.” 

“I can’t sleep with zombies less than five miles away.” 

Dad snorts. “They’re not zombies and they expanded the quarantine over a month ago 

without trouble. It’s secure. We’ve never even seen one of the sick.” 

“Kyle called them zombies,” I insist. 

“Yeah, him and the panicked masses on the outside.” 

“We’re on the outside.” 

He shakes his head seriously. “Not like them. Not like that. The people out there in the 

world and the people inside the quarantine – they’re not our business. And we’re not theirs.” 



 

 

I nod my head in agreement, not entirely because I agree but because I understand. It’s 

what I’ve been taught. It’s all I know. 

We are an island. An oasis, our own nation bartering and at peace with the Farm, but 

that’s it. That’s the extent of our world. Everyone else – alive or undead, quarantined or free – 

they are not our people. 

“If they’re not zombies then what do you think they are?” 

“Draculas,” he jokes distractedly. 

“You mean vampires. Dracula is a person not a species.” 

“Fine. Frankensteins then.” 

“Frankenstein was the doctor. The guy with bolts in his neck was Frankenstein’s 

monster.” 

Dad groans, rubbing his hand over his eyes. “I’m not awake enough to argue with you.” 

“What are they?” I ask again. 

He finishes making his tea and comes to sit down at the table with me. “Aliens.” 

“You’re hilarious,” I droll. 

He chuckles. “Clearly it’s not a trait I passed down to you.”  

“What are they?” I demand, getting annoyed. 

He sighs as he sits back in his chair. “They are what everyone has always said they are. 

They’re sick people.” 

“Yeah, but they’re eating each other. That’s not just sick, that’s something else.” 

“Fever victims are delirious, their brains are melted and lost, but we don’t know for sure 

that they’re eating each other.” 

“That’s what people were saying when it first started happening.” 

“Yeah, but they were scared and panicked. They slapped a name on it before they 

bothered trying to understand it.” 

“It sounds like zombies,” I push. “The scientists say it’s transmitted through bodily 

fluids. So if the sick people aren’t biting everyone then how is it spreading so quickly?” 

“Sneezes. Coughs. Sweat. Spit.” 

“Sex?” 

Dad hesitates. “Possibly.” 

“How exactly? How would that work?” 

"How would... how does sex work?" 

"Yeah. Walk me through it." 

He freezes, his expression shifting slowly into fear. He opens his mouth twice to speak 

but nothing comes out. 

I smile with satisfaction. “I’m kidding.” 

“You’re—you what?”  

“I’m joking,” I laugh. “I know how sex works. I learned in school years ago. I’m 

messing with you.” 

“Oh thank God,” he breathes, his body collapsing forward in relief. 

“And you said I’m not funny.” 

“You aren’t. You almost killed me.” 

“If this cure doesn’t work will they burn the rest of Oregon the way they burned 

Portland?” I ask abruptly.  



 

 

It’s a rough question, one I know he doesn’t want to consider, but it’s been on my mind 

for a while. It’s one we don’t ask, we don’t talk about, but I need an answer. I always want 

answers. 

Dad looks at me warily, weighing his response. “I don’t know,” he says softly. “I really 

hope not. That’s a lot of life to lose.” 

I nod my head silently, but I don’t bring her up. I don’t talk about where she went when 

she left us. Between the faded curtains and my bright blond hair, neither of us goes a day 

without thinking about her. 

“Are you done with your tea? Can we look for the leak now? 

“I don’t hear a leak, Trent. I only hear the rain.” 

“I’m not making it up.” 

“I think you’re bored and you’re looking for things to work on.” 

I bite my tongue before telling him that’s exactly the same thing as saying I’m making it 

up. I try not to let my frustration boil over any more than it already has. Over the last year we’ve 

started snapping at each other more and more, this sort of conversation rising into an argument 

for no good reason. It comes out of nowhere and luckily it disappears just as quickly, but it’s 

still strange for us. There’s a faint tension in the air that wasn’t there before and it refuses to go 

away completely. The cabin has started feeling smaller and it’s not all because of my growing 

body. 

“I think I’ll go to the Farm,” I tell him, standing to go get dressed. 

“I thought you didn’t have school today.” 

“I don’t, but maybe they have something going on.” 

“Do you want me to drive you?” 

“Is the truck working?” 

“I can get it going, I’m sure.” 

“No, I’ll walk.” 

“That’s a long way to walk in the rain.” 

“It’s the same distance in the sun,” I remind him, disappearing into the bedroom to 

change. 

When I head for the back door I find my dad already there slipping on his raincoat. He 

hands me mine and I step into my black rain boots. 

“Where are you going?” I ask. 

“Outhouse. How long you gonna be gone?” 

“A few hours.” 

He grins mischievously. “Say hi to Zoe for me.” 

“I doubt I’ll even see her,” I mumble, ignoring the rush of blood through my veins at the 

mention of her name. 

“If she hears you’re there, she’ll find you.” 

I flip my hood up over my head and hunch my shoulders to burrow deeper inside the 

jacket. Otherwise I don’t respond. Instead I hurry to open the door and step outside. The rain 

hits me immediately, pelting down on the thick material of my coat, and I wonder if I wasn’t 

imagining it after all – the leak. Dad’s right, how could I possibly have heard it over the sound 

of all this rain coming down outside? Must have been my mind making worries so I’d have 

something to— 

“Dammit!” 



 

 

I turn sharply to look back at my dad. He’s sitting on the bench by the door, his boot in 

his hand and a sour expression on his face. 

“What’s wrong?” I ask. 

He holds his boot up. Tips it sideways. Water pours out onto the stone floor of the 

entryway, creating a puddle at his feet. I notice then that the sock on one foot is darker than the 

other. It’s soaking wet. 

“I think I found your leak,” he tells me dryly. 

  



 

 

Chapter Three 
Vin 

 

 

I jog across the street, dodging puddles. Most of them I miss. Some I can’t escape. By 

the time I’m under the awning outside the entrance to the bar my shoes are soaked clear through 

to my feet. They leave their own tiny puddles on the floor behind me as I walk deep inside the 

dark building. 

“Hey, what’s up, man?” Wright calls from the bar. He’s sitting casually on one of the 

stools facing the entrance. A short black guy built of brick, he travels with the Boss everywhere. 

He’s a cool guy when you’re in good standing, but if you fall off he’s a fucking nightmare. 

When Bennett surfaces, the Boss will put Wright to work on him. I want to feel bad for him but 

I don’t. Not after the night I’ve had. 

Wright stands from his stool to take my hand and pull me into a half hug. I slap him on 

the back firmly once before pulling away. 

“Nothin’ much,” I tell him. “Cashing out for the night.” 

“You took the trip to the Southside?” 

“Yeah. Filling in for B.” 

Wright shakes his head as he takes his seat, his lips pinched in annoyance. “Dude still 

hasn’t surfaced.” 

“How long has it been since anyone saw him?” 

“Too damn long. He’s getting close to the point it’s better he never shows up again.” 

“Don’t say that,” I groan, pulling out the wad of cash I have stuffed in my pocket. “If he 

disappears, I inherit his route. Is the Boss in with Marlow?” 

“Yeah. Just went in.” 

“You mind if I cash out with you? I’ve been up all night. I gotta get some sleep.” 

“Yeah, no problem,” he answers absently, his eyes locked on the TV behind my head. 

“You seen this shit?” 

I glance up to the screen to find it filled with news coverage, the ticker at the bottom 

going crazy as it speeds across familiar aerial footage of the Oregon forest. 

Immunizations failed…Warm Springs colony on lock down… Quarantine secure… 

“The immunizations? Yeah,” I mutter, turning my back on the TV. “The cure was crap.” 

“Unreal. They just expanded the quarantine last month because it was so supposed to be 

doing so great. Next month they were talking about bringing people out, but now the whole 

place is shut up tight.” 

Warm Springs is a little shit town in eastern Oregon that’s become famous because it sits 

right up against the wall of the quarantine. The military and all of their scientists set up shop just 

on the other side of the fence from the place and they’ve been working with the people inside 

the city since all of this started. Warm Springs built fences and walls of its own to keep the 

infected out and last I’d heard the head count inside the colony was somewhere just shy of two 

hundred. That’s a lot considering how many died when the Fever first hit. It’s the biggest pocket 

of humanity left inside the quarantine and it’s the first place they started their trials with the 

cure. We heard for months that they were doing good, but then around Thanksgiving things took 

a turn. Now here we are coming up on Christmas and news about the Fever has been scarce. 

People are getting worried. 



 

 

They say no news is good news, but that’s not true. I know from experience that 

sometimes it means you’re hiding something. 

“Your dad came around looking for you.” 

My eyes snap to Wright’s, my entire body going tight. “When?” 

“Day before yesterday.” 

“You didn’t tell him where I’m living, did you?” 

Wright laughs. “Hell no, man. I wouldn’t do you like that. ‘Sides, I don’t know where 

you live anyway. No one does.” 

“Good.” 

“You’re like Batman or some shit.” 

“Wayne Manor,” I comment absently, counting out the cash. 

Wright scowls. “Huh?” 

“Batman lives in Wayne Manor. Technically everyone knows where Batman lives, they 

just don’t know that they know.” 

“Oh, yeah,” he drawls thoughtfully. He slaps the back of his hand against my shoulder. 

“Hey, what about Spiderman?” 

“No one gives a shit about Spiderman.” I slide the money across the table before folding 

my cut neatly into my pocket. “Do you want to count it?” 

“Nah, you’re good. I’m not worried.” 

“Thanks. I’ll see you next week.” 

“Later, Mr. Wayne!”  

I don’t live in Wayne Manor. Hell, I don’t even live in anything as nice as a cave, let 

alone one with electricity and a car on a spinning pedestal. I’m more of a squatter than a liver. I 

rarely stay in the same place for too long and when I do I never have power or running water. 

I’ve learned to live off dry goods and peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. Cans of tuna fish. 

Cheap fruit, raw vegetables, and jugs of water. All of my spare cash goes toward my clothes. 

My appearance. 

My hair is always cut and clean, my teeth sparkling white, and my clothes are expensive 

and spotless. People looking at me walking down the street right now, they’d never imagine me 

in these designer jeans and forty dollar t-shirt slipping through the gap in a chained door on the 

abandoned office building up the street, but that’s where I’m going. That’s where I live. 

For now. 

I make it into my building without anyone seeing me and I head up the stairs. I unlock 

the deadbolt I installed on the door, then lock it behind me before doing a quick sweep of the 

place. Not because I’m paranoid but because I’m careful. In everything I do. I look both ways 

before crossing the street, I wrap my dick no matter who I’m banging, and I’ve slept with a 

knife under my pillow every night of my life since I was eleven because I don’t like surprises 

and life is always trying to slip you one. 

I peel off my soaked jacket and hang it by the door, kick off my wet shoes, and collapse 

on my air mattress on the floor. I don’t bother pulling the blanket up over myself. I can sleep 

through the cold. I can sleep through hunger, fighting, shouting, gunshots, police sirens. I can 

easily ignore the sounds of the street outside my window. The pelt of the rain against the walls. 

 

*** 

 



 

 

When I wake up my hand is already under my pillow. My fingers already wrapped 

around my knife. My body stays perfectly still but I open one eye, scanning the room. It’s light 

outside. The rain is still pouring from the sky and against the window pane. Otherwise the 

building is silent. 

So what woke me? 

I sit up slowly, dragging my knife out from under my pillow and rolling onto my knees. 

I listen again. 

Rain. Muffled shouts from outside. Cars roaring by. A motorcycle winds its engine 

before racing away down the street. A low hum to my right. 

I groan and stow my knife back under my pillow, then reach for my phone. When I went 

to sleep I put it on silent. Now it’s vibrating on the floor by my right knee. I miss the call but it 

doesn’t matter. It’s Sienna – a girl I make regular deliveries to at her dad’s place out by the 

water. She’s rich and bored and always looking for a good time, and lately I’m her favorite 

entertainment. I’m not complaining. The girl is hot and when she’s up on E she’s so fuckin’ 

freaky it’s unbelievable, but I’m not in the mood right now. 

Apparently she’s not in the mood to wait because immediately after the call goes to 

voicemail it blows up in my hand again with her number. 

I sigh and hit ANSWER grudgingly. “What?” I croak. 

“Vin?!” 

“Yeah. What’s up, Sin? What do you need?” 

“I need you to come here!” she shouts frantically. 

I pull the phone farther from my ear. “Stop shouting.” 

“Vin, please,” she whimpers. 

“What’s wrong?” 

“I’m scared. Haven’t you seen the news?” 

“No. Wait, yeah. Maybe.” 

“Are you drunk?” 

“No. I’m tired. What news? What are you talking about?” 

“The Fever!” 

“Yeah. The cure didn’t work. Huge surprise.” 

“No! The cure messed with it, it mutated it or something. It made it slower. The Fever is 

in Tacoma!” 

“Shouting,” I groan, getting annoyed. She’s riled up, probably high and 

misunderstanding everything she heard on TV. No way is the Fever out. It’s been contained for 

almost a year now.  

“They’re saying one of the Army guys had it. They didn’t know!” she exclaims. “They 

sent him back to his base and he brought it with him. It’s all over the news. They think it even 

got on a plane to Montana or Denver, I don’t remember which.” 

“Montana’s not a city, you know that, right?” 

“Shut up, dick,” she spits angrily. “I’m freaked out. I can’t remember everything.” 

I lay back down, throwing my arm over my eyes. “It’s just another scare, Sin. Chill out.” 

“It’s not a scare. It’s spreading everywhere and they can’t contain it. Tacoma is filled 

with Fever victims and Seattle is next. People are rioting and looting and leaving town. They’re 

freaking out! It’s all over the news!” 

The last of her words are swallowed up by the unmistakable thwump! of a helicopter 

flying overhead. It’s close, the rhythmic spin of the blades rattling the windows and walls. 



 

 

I stand up quickly and head for the window, peeling away the tattered curtains. I wince 

as harsh daylight slices across my vision. 

It’s chaos outside. People in the streets, cars taking up both lanes, all of them pointed 

toward the freeway. They’re backed up as far as I can see in both directions, and the pound of 

the helicopter keeps on going.  

It’s so loud I barely hear my phone when it beeps in my ear. I pull it away to find 

Marlow’s name flashing on the screen. “Sin, I gotta call you back.” 

“No, don’t hang up!” 

I hang up on her, taking the call from Marlow. 

“Yeah,” I answer. 

“Where are you?” 

“Home.” 

“Can you get to the bar?” 

“No,” I lie. 

He pauses. “What’s that sound?” 

I press my face to the glass and look up at the sky, watching as the large black chopper 

heads north over the city. “Helicopter. Military I think. Not news.” 

“Heading north?” 

“Yeah.” 

“I’m on the roof of the bar. Just saw it too. You must be close by.” 

I close my eyes, cursing myself silently. “Yeah,” I admit reluctantly. 

“You been outside yet?” 

“No.” 

“It’s crazy out there.” 

“Yeah.” 

He pauses, considering my clipped tone. “You sure you can’t make it to the bar, 

Vincent?” 

“Is the Boss calling us in?” I answer evasively. 

“The Boss is dead.” 

I lick my lips, gripping the edge of the windowsill hard. “How’d that happen?” 

“Fever.” 

“That’s a shame.” 

And a lie, I think to myself.  

“A crying one,” Marlow says dryly. “Fucking weeping,”  

My phone beeps in my ear again. I ignore it. “I’ll come in as soon as I can.” 

“Good. Make it quick. We have a lot to talk about. This will die down in a few weeks 

and we’ll stake our claims when the smoke clears. I’ll need you with me when that happens.” 

I release my hand from the windowsill, my knuckles white and aching. “Yeah, okay.” 

“Get your ass in gear. And try to stay alive, would you?” 

“Don’t worry about me.” 

He laughs roughly. “Kid, you’re the last of my worries right now.” 

When I hang up I shake my hand out, shaking my head as well, and I bring up my 

missed calls list.  

Sienna answers on the first ring. “Are you coming?” 

“Yeah, Sin. I’ll be there soon.” 

She breathes a loud sigh of relief. “Thank you.” 



 

 

She shouldn’t be thanking me, but I don’t bother telling her that. It’s better if she’s 

grateful. It gives me the upper hand, like I’m doing her a favor by coming to her house when 

really it’s exactly where I need to be. Outside this building the streets are flooding with rain and 

people and I know the thin door to this apartment won’t hold anyone out. I have almost zero 

food or water, no power which means a dead phone in a matter of hours and a dead cell means 

no internet. No news. I’ll be completely ignorant and that’s a thought I can’t stand. Her house is 

a well-stocked mini-fortress where I can wait out the storm. 

Where I can easily avoid Marlow. 

“You’re alone?” I ask Sienna. 

“Yeah. My dad is in Japan and it’s just me here at the house and I’m so freaked out.” 

“Keep your doors locked. The gate too. Set the alarms. Don’t let anyone but me inside.” 

“Okay.” 

“Give me some time to get across town.” I watch a blue car race down the street, jump 

the curb, and tear up the road. It plows down a NO PARKING sign without even hitting the 

breaks, sending the metal sign clattering across the pavement behind it. “I have a feeling it’s 

going to take me a while.” 

“Please hurry.” 

I hang up the phone and slip it into my pocket before grabbing the charger that I take to 

the bar with me. I don’t know how long it will be worth anything, though. They cut off cell 

service to Oregon in a matter of weeks. 

I grab my bag, a large black duffel that’s been with me since the day I ran away, and I 

stuff most of my clothes into it. I don’t have a lot. Never too much to carry. I throw in some 

essentials – toothbrush, toothpaste, brass knuckles – and stash my gun in my belt loop under my 

coat. My knife I keep in a sheath strapped to my calf on the outside of my pants. Normally I 

conceal it but not today. With what’s going on outside I need it handy more than I need it 

hidden. 

I hesitate at the door. Pulling a calming breath deep into my lungs, I stop to ask myself if 

this is smart. I wait for that gut check, the confirmation in my blood that tells me I’m making a 

good decision. One that will keep me alive. 

Part of me doesn’t want to leave this room. It wants to close up shop and hide from the 

chaos, from the sickness and the fighting. Some small part of me – a part that I’ve tried to leave 

behind time and time again – just wants to be safe. That part of me is a kid, a coward, and I 

shove it aside as I throw open the door and turn my back on my apartment. 

The rain is instantly on me the second I clear the building. I’m drenched but I don’t 

mind it. What I’m worried about is the rush of people. They’re in the cars packed bumper to 

bumper up and down the street, in doorways and windows, on the sidewalk. They’re running, 

shouting, shoving, and the last thing I want is for one of them to touch me. If what Sienna said 

is true the Fever isn’t in Seattle yet. It’s in Tacoma and making its way up, but that’s not a 

theory I want to test. And honestly I worry more about a panicked healthy person than a 

mindless sick one. 

I push through the crowd and head up the street. I start climbing and weaving, my bag 

getting heavier and heavier the farther west I go. I stop a little over a mile into my run, leaning 

over and letting the bag rest fully on my back and not my shoulders. I’m young, I’m in shape, 

but I’m not a cardio guy. I go to the gym six days a week to lift and spar in the ring. I keep my 

shit tight, cut, but I don’t run because I don’t need to. I train to fight, not be a pussy. 



 

 

I stand up straight and look around, noticing how much thinner the crowd is heading this 

direction. Everyone is running for the freeway, trying to get out of town like rats fleeing a 

sinking ship. I watch as a guy across the street on a dirt bike weaves through cars and up onto 

the sidewalk. He slows down for people. He putts along one inch at a time, barely making better 

time than the cars standing still next to him on the road.  

I sprint across the street, jumping over the hood of a car and sliding off it so fast I nearly 

land on my ass on the pavement. They honk their horn as I scramble to right myself and dodge 

between the rest of the cars, jumping up onto the sidewalk. I dip my shoulder, center my weight, 

and crash straight into the guy on the bike. 

He shouts as he tips over and sprawls out on the sidewalk. His bike has toppled with him 

and I quickly grab it and stand it upright. 

“What the hell, bro?” he yells. 

People hurry up and down the sidewalk around him. They walk between us and block 

me from his view as I throw my tired leg over the bike and settle in. 

“You okay?” I call without looking at him. I’m busy checking out the handle bars, 

testing the throttle. 

“Yeah, no thanks to—Hey, what do you think you’re doing?!” 

“Stealing your bike.” 

I gun it and fly forward before quickly snapping the break and spinning around. It’s as 

graceful as my hood slide and I nearly hit the asphalt harder than he did, but my reflexes save 

me. I kick my feet out and drag them along the ground to get me right again, then I’m gone. I 

roar past the guy as he screams at me, I fly by people who jump out of the way to save 

themselves. I keep a straight line and the high whine of the bike announces my approach. 

People are dumb but they can be fast when they want to be. Like when they don’t want to get 

run over. 

Or when they know the devil is on their tail. 
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Day 1 
 

 

Oak Hills Drive, Bossier City LA.  

Pulling into the driveway, Mike was so relieved to be home.  It had been a hell-of-a-day.  Walking 

through the front door, he hit a button on his key chain.  His Ford F-150 chirped.  At least that worked.  

Jennifer greeted him with a peck on the cheek. 

“How was your day,” she asked as she continued on to the kitchen.  The smell of dinner caught 

his attention.  Another boxed dinner.  Oh well, at least it was better than the institutional lunch he ate at 

work. 

“Not so good.  Aaron called in sick today, fever or something like that.  And as if that wasn’t bad 

enough, Bobby had to spend the day at the police station, something about that shooting last week.  So, it 

was me and Jose.  He had the front gate, and I had the whole interior.  I was on my feet all day.  Oh, and 

the protesters were out in force.  We had to get PD to cordon off the road so we could all get in and out.” 

He unbuckled his Sam Brown belt; hanging it on the coat tree, then upstairs to lock up his pistol.  

Unloaded and safe, he spun the handle on his gun safe.  Click.  He descended the stairs for that dinner. 

“So, how was your day?” he asked s he descended the stairs. 

“Not bad.  You know, went shopping to buy you this feast.  Stocked up on those soda’s you can’t 

seem to live without.  Oh, I also got a new set of scrubs while I was out.  You know since that drunk 

barfed on me last week, I can’t seem to be able to get the smell out.” 

“You work tomorrow?” he asked. 

“Yup, three in a row, then I have the weekend off.  It shouldn’t be too bad, full moon this 

weekend though.  They’re gonna have their hands full.  Weekend and full moon, the nuts are gonna be 

crawling outa the wood works.” 

“Don’t know how you deal with those folks.  When they wander near the plant, we just tackle 

‘um, cuff ‘um, and call PD.  You guys have to figure out how to make ‘um better.” 

“Sometimes I wish we could just call the cops.  Usually they bring ‘um to us, or EMS.  You 

know:  go to jail, or cry crazy and come to us.  You know where they choose.  Three hots and a cot, or 

three hots and Ativan, Xanax, etc…” 

“… story tonight, the three victims of this morning’s attacks have been taken to LSU health 

sciences center.  Two are in critical condition, and the third is being held for observation.  Officials report 

that the attacker was shot by police as he attacked several responding officers, biting two; one in the 

neck.”  The scene on the TV showed several police cars parked in front of a brown brick apartment 

complex, the grill of a red 18 wheeler just inside the frame.  Several officers in black uniforms were 

standing near an ambulance apparently talking to the paramedics. 

“Did you say biting?” asked the unseen anchorman. 

“That’s right, Tom.  Several officers were bitten by the suspect.  After several officers attempted 

to subdue the attacker, he began biting the officers.  One was bitted in his neck.  A second officer was 

injured, but the police spokesman is refusing to comment at this time.” 

“What the hell is wrong with people?”  Mike blurted.  “I mean are all the nuts you get in the ER 

like that one?  Who attacks three people with their bare hands, and then charges the cops?  Glad they shot 

him.  Just wish it would have been sooner.” 

“Na most of our nuts are just a little nuts.  To take on a bunch of guys with guns and TASERS and 

stuff is really nuts.” 

“And who bites people?  Really?  Who was this guy Mike Tyson?” 

“Hello.  We covered this.  He’s nuts.  Well, he was nuts.  Now he’s just dead.”  



 

 

Day 2 
 

 

Oak Hills Drive, Bossier City LA.  

Mike walked down the stairs still in his boxers.  One of these days, he thought, we need to get one 

of those coffee pots with a timer on it.  Then I wouldn’t have to walk down these damned stairs before 

I’ve had my shower and a chance to wake up, 

He pressed the button labeled “BREW.”  He heard that familiar gurgle coming from deep in the 

bowels of the coffee maker.  Back up stairs to get in the shower.  He always liked to get in before her.  

The water always seemed hotter when you were in first. 

As he reached the top of the stairs, he could hear the shower running.  Damn, he thought.  I knew 

it.   Hope this is one of her quick showers.  Gonna have to leave early again today.  A feeling of dread fell 

over him as he thought about the anti-nuclear-power-nuts that have been laying siege to the plant for the 

last two weeks. 

“Don’t enjoy that shower too much.  I gotta run the green gauntlet again this morning to get to 

work.” 

“Are you saying I take too long?” she asked. 

“I didn’t exactly say that.”  He said s he pulled his boxers off.  “But, yes, you do take too long.”  

He climbed into the shower with her. 

“Now we can either share this shower,” he said with a big grin.  “Or, you may vacate it of your 

own accord.” 

“Well, since you are in a hurry.  I guess I’m done anyway.”  She flipped her wet hair as she exited 

the shower. 

 

As he walked down the stairs, dressed in his black pants and white t-shirt, he was greeted with the 

smell of the coffee he had started earlier.  He also caught a whiff of bacon.  Jennifer must be making 

breakfast.  She always ate something big on mornings she worked.  Something about never knowing 

when her next meal would be. 

He headed out the front door to fetch the paper.  He never read much of it, but Jennifer loved the 

coupons, and he could keep from sounding like a dumbass at work if he at least read the headlines, which 

he usually did over breakfast. 

“Hey Andy,” he shouted to Andy Finch.  Andy was out for his morning jog.  He waived to Mike. 

“You catch that ballgame this weekend?” Andy asked slowing down a bit. 

“Which one,” he asked. 

“Baseball of course, it is The Series.”  Andy continued to slow and jog backwards, waiting for an 

answer. 

“Yeah, this is turning out to be…” 

What happened next seemed to happen in slow motion. 

Andy neared the next corner, still running backward.   From where Mike stood, it looked like a 

drunk stumbled out and bumped into Andy.  They both went over; Andy backwards, and the drunk to the 

side.  They both fell out of site.  Then the screaming started.  It was like nothing Mike had ever heard 

before. 

“Holy Shit!  You alright Andy?”  Mike cleared his porch steps in one leap.  Shit! Don’t let Andy 

be hurt too bad.  

In just a second or two the screaming stopped, replaced by a strange gurgling sound and moaning.  

Mike slid to a stop as he rounded the black SUV that was between him and Andy.  He couldn’t believe 

his eyes.  The drunk was kneeled over Andy, chewing on his neck.  It was eating him like one of those 

big cats on Animal Planet.  It pulled off a chunk of Andy’s flesh.  What the Fuck? 



 

 

“Hey!  What the hell are you doing?” 

For the rest of his life Mike would wonder why he didn’t grab the guy.  He couldn’t.  He couldn’t 

make his brain believe what his eyes were seeing.  He was frozen, scared.  Oh, God.  What the hell is 

this?  Do something.  Do something quick!  Anything Mike, just don’t stand here.  Run!!!!  And he did. 

Slam!  Click.  Click.  What now?  He heard Jennifer brushing her teeth.  Oh Shit?  What do I say 

to her?  What do I do?  He turned to the door, looked through the peep hole.  He could see people on the 

street.  Maybe three or four of them were milling around out there.  He started to unlock the door.  He had 

to warn them about the drunk.  Stop.  Use your head Mike.  He went to the window. 

Something isn’t right.  The four figures walked slumped over at the shoulders.  One had a dark 

stain on his shirt.  Another seemed to be dragging her left leg behind her in some strange limp. 

Dave Wilson, the neighbor across the street, walked out of his front door.  Dressed in his blue 

work uniform, he was fiddling with his keys.  He must not have heard the commotion.  He isn’t paying 

attention.  He doesn’t notice the four figures in the street.  But they notice him.  Almost in unison they 

turned and began walking up Dave’s driveway. 

Ok, now he sees them  

“What do you guys want?” Mike heard Dave ask. 

“Hey get out of my yard!” 

And like that, they were on him.  Mike could see the panic in Dave’s face from all the way across 

the street.  Dave tried to run, but they had hold of his blue shirt.  They pulled him to the ground 

screaming.  He pulled away from one, only to be grabbed by two more.  He tried to crawl, kicking and 

yelling for help. 

His wife, Sharon, opened the front door.  The melee had almost made it to the porch. 

“Get the gun, honey!” 

Sharon ran into the house, leaving the door open as she did.  One of the four noticed her.  The one 

with the blood stained shirt.  He broke from the melee and shambled up the porch steps.  He made it to 

the top step. 

BANG!  The thing stumbled back, then forward again.  BANG!  BANG!  This time the thing fell 

from the porch, only to get up again. 

Sharon started to take aim at her husband’s attackers.  One had hold of his ankle.  Another was on 

his back trying to pull his hair.  The third one was trying to mount the steps.  She shifted her aim. 

BANG!  BANG!  BANG!  CLICK. 

The head of the thing (the female with the broken leg) snapped back from the impact of the .357 

round.  Sharon must have connected a head shot.  It stayed down.  The other three, however, were not 

down.   

The one on the porch grabbed Sharon’s arm.  Sharon only weighed about 120 pounds the thing 

was easily 160.  It was no contest.  It flung her to the ground and was on top of her in an instant.  She 

screamed as it ripped into her flesh. 

Dave was still struggling against his assailants.  One finally bit his leg.  He kicked it off.  

Somehow he managed to make it to his feet.  He stumbled towards his door.  Oh shit, Mike thought, the 

kids must still be home. 

Dave tackled the thing that was feeding on his wife.  He grabbed it by the collar of its shirt and 

dragged it out of the doorway.  He dove through the doorway.  The creature reaching for him as the door 

slammed shut. 

The three remaining things began banging and clawing at Dave’s door. 

“What are you looking at sweetheart?” 

Shit!  I totally forgot about her.  What to say?  How do I tell her what just happened? 

“What’s wrong?” she asked.  “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”  

“Look out the window at Dave’s house.” 



 

 

“Oh my God?  Who is that on the ground?  Is that Sharon?  Who are those people?” 

“I don’t know.  Dave got attacked too, but made it inside.” 

“Who else is that on the ground?” 

“I don’t know.  Sharon shot two of them: the one on the ground, and the tall one there.  She shot 

him three times that I could count.  Andy Finch got attacked down the street.  One of those things was 

eating him.” 

“Oh God!  Oh God!  What’s going on?  Who are they?  We need to call the cops.” 

She picked up the phone and dialed 911.  “911 what is your emergency?” 

“My neighbor and his wife were just attacked by a bunch of people.  I think she’s either hurt bad 

or dead.” 

The 911 operator collected all the pertinent information, and promised to dispatch units and an 

ambulance  She advised Jen to remain in her home until the police arrived. 

 

Two white cars with the word “Police” written on the side arrived at almost the same time.  Four 

officers approached the house, the ghouls still clawing at the door.  The officer in charge, wearing 

sergeant’s stripes, called out to the suspects.  Two turned, including the one with three bullet holes in its 

shirt.  They advanced on the officers.  The Sergeant drew his TASER and fired into the closest one.  Mike 

would later swear he could hear the TASER clicking from cross the street. 

The creature, however, didn’t seem to notice.  He grabbed the Sergeant in what looked like a big 

bear hug.  Except in this embrace, the police officer ended up on the ground with blood pouring from a 

bite wound to his neck. 

The rest of the officers drew there service weapons.  Bullets slammed into the attacker and officer 

alike.  The attackers continued their onslaught.  As the Sergeant’s partner fell under the weight of the two 

creatures, the two other officers retreated to their cruiser.  They sped off, never to be seen on Oak Hills 

Drive. again. 

Mike and Jennifer couldn’t move.  What had just happened?  Sharon…Andy…the two cops?  And 

those things are still walking around.  As if to emphasize the point, the thing that killed Andy emerged 

from behind the black SUV.  Andy’s blood stained its face, hands, and clothes. 

 The sound of gunshots and screams got the attention of some of the neighbors.  Several of them 

were congregated at the end of the street.  Mrs. Stevenson screamed at the sight of the two downed 

officers. 

The creatures turned, almost as one.  They advanced on the group of onlookers, more screaming.  

Running.  They all ran into the Stevenson house.  Run!  Run faster!  They’re in the house.  They’re safe.  

Wait.  The first ghoul pushed the door.  Oh God!  They didn’t lock the door.   Screams.  Gunshots.  More 

screams.  Five minute maybe.  Then it all stopped. 

Jennifer slumped onto the couch, tears running down her cheeks.  She worked with Sharon at the 

hospital.  She’d babysit the Stevenson kids about once a month.  It was just too much to bear. 

“Work, I have to get to work,” she exclaimed.  She went to the table and picked up her car keys.  

She walked through the kitchen to the garage.  Mike intercepted her. 

“You can’t.” 

“I have too.   Get out of my way.” 

“You can’t go out there.” 

“Move!  I can’t stay here in this house!” 

“Jen!  We can’t go out there.  They’ll rip you apart.  For God sake Jen, you don’t even have shoes 

on!”  He locked the deadbolt.  She sat down at the kitchen table, weeping. 

“We can’t go outside.  Those things are out there.  They’ve already killed four people.  Jesus, you 

saw that one get shot like 20 times.  Fuck!  What are we gonna do?  We gotta stay here right now.  Shit!”  

He ran to the back door. 



 

 

The back door was mostly glass.  He threw the dead bolt.  Click. 

He looked out the window.  There was nobody in the backyard.  Thank God. 

“Help me get the entertainment center in front of the back door.” 

“Huh?”  Jen was still in shock. 

“This door, it has a lot of glass.  We have to block it.” 

“Oh, ok.”  She got up moving almost like the zombies outside.  She pulled while he pushed.  

Together they got the 250 pound piece of solid wood in front of the door. 

“Alright, we need to secure this place.  Doors are locked.  Close the blinds.  I don’t know if it’ll 

keep them out, but it shouldn’t draw attention.” 

Jen picked up the phone.  “911 What is your emergency?” 

“Yes ma’am I just called and now 2 of your police officers are dead across the street from me, and 

the group of …whatever they are…are still out there. They chased the Stevenson’s and some other folks 

into the Stevenson house.  I think they’re all dead too.  Oh Jesus!”  She began to cry again. 

“Ma’am calm down.  We are aware of the violence going on in your neighborhood.  We are 

gathering units together now to help you and your neighbors.  Please lock your doors, and stay in your 

home.  Don’t go outside.  Help is on the way.”  And the line went dead. 

“Mike!  Where are you?” 

“Upstairs.  Be right down.” 

He descended the stairs a few minutes later.  He had his Sam Brown belt on with his Glock .40   

caliber pistol in its holster.  He also had a shotgun and the Lady Smith he bought for her last year.  He 

handed it to her. 

“What am I supposed to do with this?  You saw how many times that one got shot.  What is this 

thing gonna do?” 

“Look, see the one out there on Dave’s lawn?” 

“So?” 

“Sharon shot that thing in the head.  See, it isn’t moving.  I’m thinking they die if you shoot them 

in the head.  They aren’t that fast, so head shots shouldn’t be too hard.” 

“That’s easy for you to say.  I haven’t shot this thing in like 8 months.” 

BAM!  Click-click.  BAM! 

They both ran to the front window.  Brian and Cheryl Peters were in the street.  Both armed with 

shotguns.  The creatures from the Stevenson house had made it back out to the street.  Brian and Cheryl 

were engaging them from about 60 yards.  The four ghouls advanced from up the street.  Slowly, as a 

group they came. 

BAM!  Click-click.   BAM!  Click-click.  Aim higher guys.  C’mon you can do it.  As the group 

closed to 20 yards, a ghoul shambled out from behind the black SUV.  Oh Shit!  It’s Andy…Or at least it 

was Andy.  They don’t see it.  Look-out!  But it was too late.  The Andy-zombie had Brian in the death 

embrace. 

He screamed.  Cheryl turned.  Her reflexes took over.  She fired a quick shot.  The Andy-zombie 

and Brian both crumpled to the ground, large chunks taken out of their respective heads. 

“NO!” she cried.  Her shotgun fell from her hands.  She fell to the ground scooping Brian’s head 

into her arms.  She had time for one gentle kiss to what was left of his forehead before the rest of the 

ghouls fell upon her.  Mike and Jen agreed later that Cheryl didn’t move or make a sound as she was 

devoured. 

“Did you see that?”  Jen screamed.  “That was Andy!  You said he was dead!” 

“He was.  Fuck!  That thing was eating him for fuck sake!  How the fuck did that Andy-thing get 

Brian?  What the fuck?  Shit!  Shit!  Shit!” 

“Be quiet!” She yelled.  “We have to be quiet.” 



 

 

“Ok.  Get a grip Mike-ole-boy.  We gotta figure this out.  Figure them out.  I’m not gonna end up 

like Andy or Brian.” 

“Don’t worry honey.  I promise not to shoot you in the head,” she quipped. 

 

For the rest of the day they watched.  They watched and they learned.  They watched as the cops 

reanimated.  They watched as the dead neighbors began shambling about the street.  Some congregating 

around homes with lights on or where they seemed to have heard some sort noise. 

They both tried to call family.  Mike was able to reach his brother in Atlanta.  He hadn’t heard 

from anyone else in the family.  He did question Mike about some rioting he’d heard about on the news.  

Mike didn’t know what to say, so he kept his mouth shut. 

Jen wasn’t able to reach anyone in her family.  She did contact the hospital.  Her charge nurse was 

not happy about her missing work.  The day, she told Jen, was turning out to be a real bitch.  It seems that 

the flu was starting to hit, and it was a doozy.  She told Jen to be safe, and come in as soon as things got 

better in her neighborhood.   

They continued to watch the zombies.  They watched as more zombies appeared from where, they 

didn’t exactly know.  They saw a man run down the street carrying a baseball bat, followed by two 

zombies.  His path was blocked by another pair of the walking dead.  Without breaking stride he hit one 

in the head, knocking it to the ground.   He swung at the second, but landed a shot to the shoulder.  The 

ghoul was knocked back but not put down.  The man continued on, outpacing his pursuers.  They never 

knew where he was going, or if he made it there. 

 

About 7:00 pm, the phone rang.  It was Little Dave, Dave Wilson’s 16 year old son. 

 “Miss Jen, it’s Dave Wilson.  You saw what happened to my Ma and Pa this morning.” 

“No, Davy, but Mike did.  I’m so sorry baby.” 

“Thank you Ma’am.  But now something’s wrong with Pa.  He’s sweating, and shaking.  He says 

everything hurts.  I don’t know what to do.  I called 911 like they taught us in school.  But they said they 

can’t come get him.  They can’t just refuse to come, can they?” 

“I know Davy.  I called about the cops, and they told me no also.  I’m so sorry Davy.  I don’t 

think I can get over there either.  Have you given him anything like Tylenol or Advil or anything?” 

“Yes ma’am I gave him both, and a bunch of Orange Juice.  Nothing seems to help.” 

“Baby, can your dad walk at all?” 

“Some.” 

“Fill up the bathtub with room temperature water.  Get your dad in there.  It should help.  Just 

don’t let him shiver once he’s in there.  That’ll lower his temp some.” 

“Ok, thank you ma’am.  Bye Miss Jen.” 

“Take care of yourself Davy.  Call back if you need anything else.”  She hung up. 

And again, she began to sob.  Mike held her close.  They didn’t talk.  They just found comfort in 

each other’s embrace. 

“…has closed its doors for the first time in its history.”  A well dressed woman was standing at a 

podium.  “The violence that has gripped our city has found its way into our great institution of healing.  

The police and our security personnel are…” 

“Oh God, what is happening?  These things are in the hospital?  Oh Jesus, I could be there right 

now,” Jen exclaimed. 

“…Several people have been injured, and two were shot by police.  We are currently evacuating 

several floors…”  There were screams.  The cameraman panned to the rear of the room.  Two ghouls 

dressed only in hospital gowns had entered the briefing room.  One of them grabbed a nurse standing near 

the door before she could react.  He bit her neck as she struggled to escape.  Her screams were drowned 

out by the others in the room.  She succumbed to the attack quickly. 



 

 

“No!  That’s Stacy.  She’s my house supervisor.  Oh God,” she turned from the TV.  The screams 

emanating from the box continued for several seconds before someone at the station finally cut to an 

unscheduled commercial. 

  



 

 

Day 3 
 

 

Oak Hills Drive, Bossier City LA.  

Neither one of them slept well that night; a cat nap here, a bit of dozing off where they sat.  Both 

were awake with every noise from the outside. 

They ate in silence, neither one having much of an appetite.  Out the window, the crowd has 

grown.  Mike was sure there must be about 30 dead people milling around Oak Hills Dr.  Their collective 

moan the only sound they could hear. 

Suddenly the phone rang.  Both Mike and Jen almost jumped out of their skins.  It was Little Dave 

“Mr. Mike.” 

“Hello Dave.  How are you holdin’ up?” 

“Not too good sir.  Pa died a while ago,” he choked back his tears 

“I’m so sorry Dave.  You and your sister both ok?” 

“Yes sir.  Theresa hasn’t done much for the last day but cry.  She saw what happened to Ma.” 

“Dave, you guys gonna stay over there?  You wanna try to make it over to our place?” 

“I don’t know Mr. Mike.  I... I…I’m not sure what to do.  Theresa’s a wreck…” 

“Dave you really looked at those things out there?  You know who most of ’um are right?” 

“Yes sir.  Ma’s tried to come in several times.  I thought Theresa was actually going to open the 

door once.” 

“You know your Pa might come back too.” 

“I know.”  There was a long pause.  Mike almost hung up. 

“Mr. Mike.” 

“Yeah Dave.” 

“You think we can make it to your place?  I mean those things are everywhere.” 

“Tell you what Dave.  You and your sister pack a couple of backpacks.  Make sure and bring your 

daddy’s guns and ammo, some clothes, any batteries you can find, and anything else you might need.  

Call me when you’re packed.” 

“Yes sir.”  And he hung up. 

How can we do this?  How can we get those two kids across a street full of zombies?  He mulled 

it over for a few minutes.  He looked at the shotgun.  Then he thought about Brain and Cheryl.  No, that 

won’t work. 

He thought about the cars.  Maybe he could get the car out of the garage and over to Dave’s 

garage.  No, Dave’s car is in the driveway.  Maybe he could pull up to the porch.  There are only a couple 

of zombies there. 

“Jen, where’s the car keys?” 

 

“You’re not going out there, are you?  You can’t.” 

“Baby I have too.  Those two kids are in the house with a soon-to-be zombie.  Could you live with 

yourself if they got killed by him?  I can’t.” 

“No.  No I couldn’t…  I guess I can drive and you can ride shotgun.” 

“Alright, as soon as they call, we go.” 

The phone rang.  “Davy.  You ready?” 

“Yes sir.  How are we doing this?”  He sounded confident, the despair from the last conversation 

gone. 

“Ok, we’re just gonna drive over there and get you.  Be at the front door and ready.” 

“Ok Mike…”  BEEP!  BEEP!  BEEP!  The sound of a car alarm going off outside interrupted 

him.  Mike ran to the window, peeking through the shades. 



 

 

“Hang on Dave.”  The crowd of zombies was moving down the street toward the beeping car. 

“Dave, forget all that.  Those zombies are onto something that ain’t you.  As soon as they’re past 

your door, book it over here.” 

“I got it Mike.  We’re on the way.  Oh, and I got a surprise for you.”  He hung up. 

Mike and Jen watched intently for the pack to move.  There!  No, they’re not all passed.  Shit!  

The two teens bolted from their own porch, each with a backpack on their back.  Dave had a baseball bat 

in his hands and Theresa was carrying a folding spade.  Run!  Run kids! 

Three of the zombies saw the kids.  Dave made a bee-line for the zombie that was closest to them.  

In a tomahawk-chop-like swing he crushed the ghoul’s skull.  It crumpled to the ground.  The other two 

were too far away to pose a threat. 

The two kids mounted the porch, just as the door opened.  They both charged through the door 

without slowing.  Shut.  Click, click.  Jen and Mike embraced the two teens.   

Then they heard the moans.  Looking through the peephole, Mike saw two ghouls on the porch.  

One was walking around rather aimlessly.  The other was scratching at the door.  Others were no longer 

paying attention to the car alarm, but the moaning zombies on the porch. 

“Why did you guys bolt so fast?  All you had to do was wait another minute.”  Mike was pissed.  

Now he had two zombies on his front porch, and more coming.  Shit! 

“Sorry Mr. Mike.”  Davy was crying.  “Pa woke up.  He was coming down the stairs. It was either 

shoot him or run.  I couldn’t shoot him.  I’m so sorry Mike.  I just couldn’t.” 

Mike was taken aback.  Jen let Theresa go and moved to embrace Dave.  “It’s ok Davy.  You did 

the right thing.”  She stroked his shaggy hair 

“Thanks Miss Jen.  I’m so sorry Mike.  But, I did bring a few things.”  Dave’s mood brightened.  

He threw off his backpack.  Underneath, close to his back he had a compound bow and several arrows 

hidden. 

“Here: Batteries, candles, lighters, got daddy’s .357 and some rounds.  Grabbed some food too, 

though not enough, I’m sure.  Theresa, show them what you got.” 

She opened her pack, a Ruger Mini-14 strapped to it.  There was clothes, some more canned food, 

a big hunting knife, a black semi-automatic pistol, 8 boxes of bullets of various calibers, and a black 

cylinder of some kind. 

“What is this?” Mike asked picking up the cylindrical object. 

“That would be my daddy’s suppressor for the USP.  Don’t tell Uncle Sam about it ok,” he said 

with a wink.  More scratching at the door 

Mike peeked out again.  Shit, three monsters on the porch now.  “We gotta secure this place 

better.  Sooner or later one of those things is gonna figure out that glass is breakable.”  But how he 

thought?  How do we secure this place? 

“We need to board this window, and it won’t hurt to get some boards across this door either.” 

“You got any wood in the garage Mike?” Dave asked. 

“Nope, we got tools and nails, but no wood.” 

“The stairs!” the younger man exclaimed.  “They’re made of wood.  We pull up some of them and 

we can board up this window.” 

“Good thinking Davy.  Jen run into the garage and get the claw hammer and some nails.  Theresa, 

go with Jen and get my ladder.  Theresa!” 

“Huh?” 

“Time to get back in the game now, sweetheart.  I need you to go with Jen and bring back my 

ladder.  Can you do that for us?” 

“Yes Mr. Mike.” 

The girls went into the garage to get the tools.  Mike picked up the USP. 



 

 

“Give me that suppressor.”  Dave handed it to him.  He screwed it into the barrel, and chambered 

a round. 

“Ok Dave, open the door for me.  Take care of anything that comes past me.” 

They moved to the door.  Dave opened it and backed up.  Mike took aim at the zombie in his 

doorway, and fired.  Phhhttt.  Its head snapped back as it crumpled to the ground.  He shifted his aim to 

the next one.  Phhhttt. Another zombie fell to the porch.  The third zombie was maybe four paces away.  

It turned at the sound of its pack-mates falling. 

Mike took aim.  Oh shit.  It was Big Dave.  Fuck!  I can’t shoot him in front of his kid.  The Dave-

zombie took another step closer.  Mike took a deep breath, and reset his aim point.  His hand was 

shaking. 

From behind him Dave came over the top with his bat.  Splat!  Big Dave’s head caved in and he 

crumpled to the ground.  Little Dave hit him again, and again, and again.  Mike stopped him before the 

fifth blow. 

“We gotta get inside now,” he whispered.  They relocked the door.  Little Dave broke down in 

tears. 

“I couldn’t let him walk around out there.  I couldn’t let her see him like that.  Oh fuck Mike, I 

just bashed my dad’s head in.  I just killed him with his own softball bat.”  Davy sat down on the floor, 

back against the door, crying.  Mike left him alone. 

The girls returned.  “Where do you want the ladder Mr. Mike?”  She sounded a little better.  Mike 

wondered what Jen had said to the girl. 

“Put it by the stairs for now.  Jen give me that claw hammer.”  She did. 

He went to the stairs, climbed up about six.  He knelt down and started prying the seventh step up.  

Damn that was loud. “Keep an eye outside.  Let me know if we’re getting too much attention.”  Jen 

moved to the window.  A few had turned their heads but nothing yet. 

“We’re ok for now.”  She watched for a few more minutes as Mike continued to pull up the stairs.  

None of the dead seemed to notice the noise.  The car alarm down the street continued to attract most of 

their attentions. 

Mike and Dave moved the wood to the window.  Now for the real loud part Mike thought.  BAM!  

BAM! BAM!  Every hammer blow louder than the last.  By the time he was finished with the window the 

walkers were beginning to congregate around the house.  Jen relayed this to Mike. 

“Alright, a board or two on the door, then we should be ok.  We gotta hurry though.” 

Three minutes later, the door was as secure as they could make it. 

Ok, now what?  Need to take stock of our supplies.  Need to eat.  Mike hadn’t realized how 

hungry he was.   “Hey Jen, you and Theresa want to get some lunch going?  Get a quick inventory of the 

food while you’re at it if you don’t mind.  Dave, you keep watch.  I’m gonna see what we have in the 

garage that we can use.” 

Rope, good.  Extension cord, maybe.  Hand axe, good.  Leatherman, good.  Nails, good.  

Chainsaw, not so good.  He continued his inventory.  Ruling out those things he deemed too loud, heavy, 

or unnecessary. 

“Mike,” Jen whispered.  “Let’s eat.”  He walked into the kitchen, hands full of things Mike 

thought they would need. 

“Ok kids, here’s what I have:  two screwdrivers, another hammer, a hand axe, about 50 feet of 

rope, two rolls of duct tape, a Leatherman, a shovel, and a case of dehydrated meals.  I also got a couple 

of coolers out there.  This thing gets too bad and clean water might get to be an issue.” 

Jen slid a plate with a pair of sandwiches and some pickle spears in front of him.  “Well, we have 

some lunch meat and burger in the fridge, a few more perishables: milk, cheese, leftovers and stuff, some 

frozen meals and frozen chicken.  We have a couple of cases of canned veggies, 10 cans of fruits, 6 cans 



 

 

of tuna, 2 loaves of bread, some pasta and rice, a couple of jars of peanut butter, a box of Graham 

crackers, a box of butter crackers, 16 granola bars, and 2 boxes of cereal.” 

“Sounds like we have enough food to last us, what, maybe a week?” asked Davy from the living 

room. 

“Sounds about right,” Mike said as he finished his first sandwich.  After he finished his lunch, he 

relieved Davy in the living room.  Davy sat down at the table. 

“How you holding up sis?”  She looked tired.”I’m ok, just tired of all this.  Do you think Daddy is 

one of them now?”  She tried to choke back the tears. 

“I don’t think so.  I think he’s gone and that’s it.” 

“What about Mom?  I know she’s out there somewhere.  How horrible. Oh God!”  She couldn’t 

control it.  She cried again.  Davy ate his lunch in silence.  Jen cleaned up the dishes. 

Davy finished his lunch and relived Mike on watch.  Mike began moving supplies up the ladder. 

“What are you doing Mr. Mike?” asked Theresa. 

“Moving everything we need upstairs.  Those things could eventually get in here.  We’ll leave 

some of the food down here, but those missing stairs make for a good obstacle.  So far I haven’t seen 

these things climb anything but a porch.  So, anything we don’t need to keep down here I’m moving.” 

While Mike was upstairs, he snuck a peek out the window.  The street was still full of zombies.  

They just shambled around.  None of them are looking up.  He could sit in this window all day and not a 

single one of those things would even know he was here. 

He watched them for about 15 minutes.  He saw Sharon Wilson.  He saw Mrs. Stevenson 

shambling around, her entrails dangling to the ground.  Mike watched, enthralled, as she stepped on her 

own guts, pulling them out just a little more; another step, another inch or two of guts dragging around.  

Mike shuddered. 

He turned around and went into the spare bedroom.  He made up the spare bed for Theresa, and 

laid out a sleeping bag on the floor for Davy.  He split the rest of the hand tools between two backpacks 

he made up for himself and Jen.  He threw some clothes in each, as well socks, underwear, and a 

sweatshirt for each. 

Mike went down stairs and relieved Davy on watch.  Nothing much changed for the next few 

hours.  Zombies go left.  Zombies go right.  Zombies go all-around, and they did just about nothing.  The 

other three curled up on couches and chairs.  Jen turned on the TV. 

“…This is the Emergency Broadcast System.  You are urged to remain in your home until further 

notice.  I repeat.  Remain in your homes.  The Governor has declared a state of martial law…  This is the 

Emergency Broadcast System.  You are urged…” 

“Can we put on a movie or something?” asked Theresa. 
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Vegetarian eco-activist Jaide Acosta will do anything to stop the spread of corporate control over 

nature with a capital N. She pulls invasive weeds, pickets herbicide factories, and has even been known to 

break into genetic test greenhouses to sabotage corporate computers. But when genetically engineered 

weeds invade Earth’s croplands, she learns nature isn’t the benign force she imagined. While the clock 

ticks down on an ecological doomsday, Jaide struggles between keeping her ideals and keeping her 

teenage daughter alive. 

  



 

 

Copyright © 2015 Tam Linsey 

All rights reserved. 

Published by Twin Leaf Press. 

Edited by Red Adept Editing Services. 

Cover art by Tam Linsey 

 

This book is a work of fiction. All characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious, and any 

resemblance to real people or events is purely coincidental. 

This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be resold or given away to 

other people. If you would like to share this eBook with another person, please purchase an additional 

copy for each recipient. If you are reading this eBook and did not purchase it or borrow it through an 

approved lending agency such as a library, then please purchase your own copy, available from many 

online retailers. Thank you for respecting the work of this author. 

Digital Version 

ISBN: 0985901381 

ISBN-13: 978-0-9859013-8-7 

  



FOREWORD 
 

This is the story of one woman’s experience during an ecological apocalypse. In the real world, 

such changes would take years to occur: a slowpocalypse. For the sake of this tale, I’ve taken license and 

forced the event into a shorter timeline. Please indulge my imaginings and enjoy the story… 

  



 

 

amaranth (noun) 

1. Plants of the genus Amaranthus, including weeds, ornamentals, and species cultivated for their 

edible leaves and seeds. 

2. Edible seeds from plants of the Amaranthus genus. 

3. An imaginary flower that never fades 

  



 

 

 

Part 1 
 

JANUARY 

The Tox didn’t start with a plant. Or a seed. Or even a gene. The Tox started with an idea. 

—The Histories 

 

THE MURKY GLEAM of a full moon reflected off the greenhouse’s polycarbonate glazing as Jaide crept 

across the circle of bare earth surrounding the dark building. Ahead of her, Trevor’s shadow halted with a 

hand up. After a pause, he dropped to his belly against the icy ground. She mimicked the action, her heavy 

daypack slamming against her spine. Her heartbeat rattled against her ribs. The brim of the baseball cap she 

wore to hide her face from cameras blocked her view of the greenhouse, so all she could see was the gated 

lane. To her right, Cindy panted as though she’d just sprinted a mile, gulping and gasping for breath. 

An engine rumbled from the greenhouse parking lot. Headlights winked on, casting shadows across 

the rocky soil. She pressed her cheek against the frigid dirt and held her breath, willing herself to be one 

with the Earth. 

The car backed up then proceeded down the lane toward Lafayette. Jaide exhaled a foggy sigh. 

Once the sound of the engine had faded, Trevor rose and began his skulk toward the greenhouse again. 

Jaide scrambled to her feet, fingers and toes numb from lying flat against the January soil. The one-gallon 

can of gasoline in her pack seemed to weigh fifty pounds, but the real powerhouse for tonight lay against 

her thigh in the pocket of her jeans—a flash drive loaded with Trevor’s computer virus. 

She reached the side of the building right behind Trevor, core trembling with cold. He pulled his 

cordless Dremel out of his pocket. A high-pitched whine filled the air as he started to cut through the 

polycarbonate wall. After only a minute, he pulled a section of panel free and ducked inside. 

Jaide crawled in next. Humid air, thick with the scent of soil and greenery, buffeted her face with 

warmth. The low drone of the circulation fans vibrated in her ears, and potted plants made shaggy shadows 

in the moonlight. 

“I’ll find the climate controls,” said Trevor in a low voice. “You two look for the offices and lab 

equipment.” 

“Do you think any of these plants are dangerous?” asked Cindy, holding back against the wall. 

“Nah,” said Trevor. “This is only a level one bio-safety facility. Otherwise there’d be more guards. 

TelomerGen’s probably just testing herbicide resistance so they can sell more poisons.” 

“So there’s poison on the plants?” 

“Jesus, Cindy.” Trevor shoved a pair of wire cutters at her. “If you’re so worried, you find the climate 

controls and cut the wires. I’ll handle the lab equipment.” 

Cindy held up her gloved hands, refusing the tool. “I’m just having second thoughts about what I’m 

getting into.” 

Jaide took Cindy’s hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze in spite of her own misgivings about this 

operation. But someone had to do something to stop corporations from shoving genetically modified food 



 

 

down humanity’s throat. Soon there’d be no options left for those wanting to eat as nature intended. “This 

is for the future.” Jaide thought of Flora, her eleven-year-old, asleep in her bed back home. “We’re 

protecting our children’s children’s children.” 

“I don’t have kids.” 

Many members of the Coalition never planned to add to the human population problem. At seventeen, 

Jaide hadn’t known better. But she’d never regretted it. “Every animal and plant is one of Earth’s 

children—one of our children—don’t you think?” 

Cindy nodded, and Jaide let go. 

Trevor shoved the wire cutters at Cindy. “I saw some ripple vents on the exterior to the left. Go see if 

the controls are on the inside over there. Jaide, you search the side rooms. I’ll go right and circle back 

toward you, okay?” 

Jaide set out to find a computer terminal, sliding her feet along the concrete in the dark. Flashlights 

would be too easily spotted through the glass walls. She was careful to avoid touching the stainless steel 

tables or the Frankenstein plants on either side of her. Corporations like TelomerGen claimed they were 

using genetic modification to end world hunger. In reality, they were adding to it by taking away self-

sufficiency; farmers weren’t allowed to save their own seeds, or even worse, the modified seed would be 

sterile. Corporations wanted to put a patent on life. 

If she could, she’d torch this entire facility. But she’d only brought enough gas to damage the 

computers and other hardware. The fire was to be a decoy anyway; the real damage would be done by the 

virus, corrupting the research so TelomerGen couldn’t repeat this particular atrocity any time soon. 

Hopefully the infection would make it all the way to their back-up servers before their IT discovered it. 

Once the climate controls were out of commission, winter would take care of the plants themselves. 

She reached the end of the row and squinted toward the far wall. Two doors led presumably to the 

offices, lab, and staff rooms. On her right, Trevor’s feet scuffed against the paved floor. She tried the door 

on her left. 

Locked. 

Dropping to a squat, she fished in her pocket for the tiny flashlight she’d brought for just this event. 

The bulb was red, so it was less likely to be noticed by someone observing the facility. Standard doorknob, 

no deadlock. She retrieved her tension wrench, inserted it and the rake, then jiggled until she heard the pins 

drop. 

Thank you, YouTube. 

Twisting the handle, she pushed. The door swished open. A scent like wet pennies greeted her as she 

slipped inside. From large pots on the concrete, foliage reached toward the ceiling in graceful arches. 

Taking a chance, she shone her light upwards, curious. Atop the high stalks hung bags covering seedpods 

or flowers—she wasn’t sure which. They reminded her of heads held upright in a hangman’s noose. A 

shiver raced down her spine as she recognized the leaves. Amaranth, one of her go-to foods. These were 

freakishly tall from whatever DNA the scientists had inserted. 

The need to eradicate these Frankenstein plants burned through her veins. Not yet. These amaranth 

were only prototypes. The project could be easily repeated unless she destroyed the data. Then she would 

come back and torch the specimens. 

Moving carefully between the leaves, she looked for another door. Sweat rolled down her back 

beneath her hoodie in the muggy heat. At the back wall, she found two office doors. She turned the knob 

on the one to the right, pleased when it swung open and doubly pleased at the whir of a running computer. 



 

 

A wiggle of the mouse woke the screen, showing the progress of a data process. Good. She wouldn’t have 

to hack in to upload the virus. With a few keystrokes, she aborted the program and inserted the flash drive, 

overriding the protocols the way Trevor had taught her. The machine hummed again as it accepted the new 

code. 

The constant drone of the fans ceased. She smiled, but then a chirruping beep—more alert than 

alarm—filled the greenhouse. From the main room, Trevor shouted, “Alarm! Get out now!” 

She clenched her teeth. Dammit, of course there was an alert on the climate controls. She would’ve 

thought of that if Trevor had given her a chance to plan. But they’d been out of time; tomorrow, the 

Coalition would be announcing a call to protest, and once that happened, the company would increase 

security or move the tests to a new facility. The corporation couldn’t be allowed to keep its data. 

Only twenty more seconds to complete the upload. She drummed her gloved fingers on the desktop. 

She couldn’t leave the flash drive behind as evidence. Ten seconds. Another, much louder alarm joined the 

first—a burglar alarm. Someone must’ve opened the main door. 

The computer screen flashed once, telling her the transfer was complete. She yanked the drive free and 

dashed back the way she’d come. Careening through the room with the towering plants, she underestimated 

a turn, and the weight of the gas can in her pack threw her off balance. She slammed into the high stalks, 

toppling several over. The flash drive flew from her gloved grip amid a volley of falling leaves. 

She regained her balance, heart in her throat. If she stayed to search in the dark, she’d be caught for 

sure. On trembling legs, she bolted for the door. Her feet tangled on a fallen stalk, and she fell, landing on 

her outstretched palms. Fallen leaves and crushed paper bags rustled against her face as she scrambled 

upright and kept going. 

She veered left toward the exit. Behind her, Cindy’s footsteps slapped against the concrete. “Sorry. I 

didn’t know they’d have an alarm on the climate system.” 

Jaide shook her head, breathing too hard to reply. Cold air blasted the sweat from her face as she burst 

out into the moonlight. Ahead, Trevor’s form scrambled over the top of the six-foot chain-link fence. In a 

few more steps, she hit the cold metal and dug her toes into the gaps to hoist herself up and over, Cindy 

right beside her. 

They caught up to Trevor as he crossed the dirt road, and together they ducked into a windbreak along 

the neighboring field. 

“That was close,” Trevor whispered. Frozen branches crackled underfoot as they crept along in the 

dark. At least there was no snow in which to leave tracks. They’d parked nearly a mile away and had 

planned their escape via Google Earth. This line of trees would lead them straight to their car on the other 

side. Jaide had to scramble to keep up with Trevor’s long strides. 

Cindy fell behind, mincing through the leaves like a timid deer. “Did you get the virus uploaded?” 

“I didn’t have time to hack in,” said Trevor. 

Jaide shot Trevor a glare he couldn’t see in the dark. “I did. Barely.” Her elation at finding an open 

computer was bittersweet. ”But I lost the flash drive.” 

He stopped walking. “You what?” 

She stopped, too, and turned back his direction. “It flew out of my hand while I was escaping. I 

couldn’t see in the dark.” 

Trevor threw his hands into the air. “Well, that’s just great,” he hissed, steam rising from his mouth in 

the moonlight. Behind him, a police siren wailed. He thrust his hands back into his pockets and shoved past 

her. “Jesus Christ, I should’ve handled it all myself.” 



 

 

Jaide’s temperature rose in spite of the icy air. “Well, the police wouldn’t be arriving quite so soon if 

you hadn’t busted through the main doors. The climate alarm would’ve only alerted the greenhouse 

manager.” 

Cindy caught up and slid an arm through Jaide’s, hugging herself close as they walked. “They must 

sell tens of thousands of those drives at every outlet mall across the country, right?” 

Jaide nodded. She didn’t want to think about FBI cybercrimes technology at the moment. She just 

wanted to put the greenhouse behind her and get back to her daughter and her normal life. “Yeah, we just 

need to lay low.” 

“And destroy my computer and everything on it,” Trevor added over his shoulder. “The FBI can hash 

the ID from every file on the drive and trace it back to the source. Thanks a lot.” His anger radiated like 

heat through the darkness. 

“You’re the one who insisted we had to take the risk,” said Jaide. 

Trevor blew out a sharp breath and picked up his pace, leaving her and Cindy behind. 

Jaide clutched Cindy tighter and stumbled through the darkness. 

  



 

 

 

 

 

SEPTEMBER 

In the beginning days… the people wanted for nothing. They did not search the land, but sat in one 

place, and food came to them… 

—The Histories 

 

JAIDE PARKED AT the end of the cul-de-sac behind a red Subaru Forester and cut the engine. Cindy’s 

annual Harvest Party was in full swing already, a heartbeat of music thumping through the warm evening 

air. In the passenger seat next to her, Flora flopped her head back against the headrest. “Do we have to go, 

Mom?” 

Facing their friends wasn’t going to be easy for either of them. They’d both bragged about their patio 

garden and assured everyone they’d win the upcoming Harvest Party competition for best dish. But after 

months of planning and cultivating, watering and pruning, a week of humid weather and cool nights had 

ruined the tomato crop and the chance of victory. Guilt at setting such a boastful example for her daughter 

weighed on Jaide’s limbs. She forced a smile. “We’re strong. We can do this.” 

“I’m going to owe Ryan five dollars.” 

“You’ll still owe him if we skip out.” In the back seat, Trigger pawed the window and whined, 

begging to be set free. Jaide opened her door, and the Border Collie pranced in excitement, eager for the 

back door to open. “Let’s just go in and get this over with.” 

Flora scowled and flung open the squeaky passenger side. “Fine.” 

Jaide grabbed the minuscule bowl of salsa and a bag of chips out of the trunk while Flora released 

Trigger. The black-and-white dog bee-lined ahead to Cindy’s zero lot-line. Jaide lifted her chin and 

followed, trying to set a good example for her daughter while every muscle resisted her command to move 

forward. 

Reaching the paved walkway to Cindy’s door, Jaide squelched her jealousy over the underutilized 

space; Cindy’s half of the property had been professionally xeriscaped with native plants that required little 

water and fertilizer. To Jaide’s eyes, the yard was ugly and useless. If she had land of her own, she’d put in 

a stand of corn and beans, have a few chickens for eggs, and maybe even a milk goat. Enough to be self-

sufficient. But all she had were a few crowded pots on her apartment balcony. Be proud of how much you 

grow in the space you have. A few handfuls of green beans, a head of broccoli, and some cucumbers were 

more than most of her friends had accomplished. 

Jaide reached the front door and entered without knocking, the main room already abuzz with people. 

Trigger headed toward the sound of men laughing in the back yard, looking for fellow canines. Flora 

slumped along behind. Spotting Cindy, Jaide slipped through the crowd to wrap her arms around her 

friend’s neck. Cindy spun and hugged her back. “What took you so long? I thought you were going to help 

me set up.” 

“Flora and I ran into a few problems with the harvest.” Jaide grimaced. 

“Whaaat?” Cindy’s high-pitched single syllable drew attention from guests in all corners of the room. 

“What happened?” 

Heat crept over Jaide’s neck and face. Better get used to explaining. She’d probably have to do it all 

night. “Some sort of rot set in on the tomatoes. Probably blight. It’s the humidity.” 



 

 

Cindy looped an arm through Jaide’s and led her toward the kitchen. “Well, there’s always next year. 

And we have plenty of food.” She jerked open the freezer door and pulled out a gallon bag of raspberries 

and a bottle of tequila. “I picked these bad boys myself out at Howler Farms. Raspberitas, everyone!” 

Jaide nodded to Trevor and another woman nearby and added her pitiful thimble of salsa to the 

assortment of hand-spun ceramic bowls and glass casserole dishes on the island counter. Thankfully, 

Trevor didn’t comment on her contribution. A bamboo cutting board held several types of cheese, and 

someone had brought a growler of what she could only assume was homemade beer. On a platter in the 

center, three diminutive roast birds sat in a circle, their frail leg bones jutting upward and missing heads 

clustered together in a huddle like a grotesque sacrificial offering. 

“Who brought the chickens?” Jaide asked, stomach roiling. 

“Not chicken. Squab,” said Trevor, his black mustache drooping like a frown over his lips. He had a 

yellow stain on his button-down shirt. “Lucas raised them. Did you know he kept pigeons?” 

“Lucas Harmon?” Jaide shot a look toward Cindy, who kept her gaze on the bottle of tequila she was 

opening. Lucas frequented the food co-op, mostly because he liked to argue with the owner about global 

warming. 

Cindy’s face reddened. “He asked about the Coalition. He’s actually really smart.” 

A crush. Cindy had the worst taste in men. 

“Oh, shudder,” said a woman in a mauve wool sweater, whose name Jaide couldn’t remember. “How 

could you eat something you’d raised?” 

Lucas must’ve overheard from the living room, because he leaned his head around the corner into the 

kitchen. The setting sun in the windows behind him haloed his trim beard and curly hair with a glint of 

amber. “You prefer factory farmed?” 

He came around the corner, barefoot and wearing wrinkled Bermuda shorts. Outwardly, he seemed to 

be eco-responsible, but the man was always holding a disposable coffee cup or crunching on nonorganic 

potato chips. And now he apparently killed pigeons. 

Cindy said, “I had no idea you had pigeons. Let alone ate them.” 

“My newest project. I can raise them on the roof at work. They take very little space, and I get both 

eggs and meat.” 

Jaide’s stomach soured at the thought of slaughtering baby birds. “No animals have to die to feed me. 

There are plenty of nonanimal proteins available, don’t you think?” 

He tilted his head and bared his teeth, pointing to a canine. “These are the teeth of an omnivore. We’re 

designed to eat meat.” 

The woman who’d spoken earlier chimed in. “I’ve eaten quinoa and tofu for decades.” 

“Except nearly all the soy products are genetically modified these days,” said Trevor. “The need for 

soy in animal feed led the GMO corn and soybean takeover.” 

Jaide’s chest tightened. They’d agreed to stop talking about GMOs in public after the greenhouse. 

Even in front of other Coalition members, they held back on the off chance police questioned members 

about zealots. 

They kept their activities on the up-and-up these days, striving to act like good little drones who 

believed they could change the world through rallies and ballot measures. The incident at the greenhouse 

had made the news—stayed there for the better part of a month while the police investigated. But no word 

emerged of the flash drive or other clues. Once the news died down—no doubt dictated by the 

corporation—she assumed the trail had gone cold. But she still couldn’t help looking over her shoulder 



 

 

whenever a policeman passed her on the street. 

Lucas lifted his brows and nodded once. “The need to produce animal feed has spurred on GMO 

crops. I can’t argue with that. But is genetic modification really a bad thing? We’ve got to do something to 

feed the Earth’s population.” 

Silence as everyone stared at him. 

Words clustered in Jaide’s throat, too many to spit out. She thought her eyes were going to bug out of 

her head. 

“Did you really just say that?” asked Cindy. 

“Humans have been eating GMO for decades with no proven ill effects,” he said. 

Jaide couldn’t keep quiet. “In the nineteen fifties and sixties, scientists also claimed DDT and other 

pesticide sprays were safe based on the fact that there was no proof they weren’t.” 

“I have a diabetic aunt who’d be dead without insulin produced by GM bacteria,” said Lucas. 

Trevor’s dark eyebrows drew together, creating a line that matched his mustache. “GM insulin causes 

type one diabetes in type two patients.” 

Lucas turned a stony gaze on Trevor. “Have you read that study? Because I have, and that study had 

nothing to do with GM insulin versus natural insulin.” 

“But it hasn’t been”—Trevor caught Jaide’s gaze, and his face turned ashen—“proven otherwise.” He 

finished with forced sedation and lifted his beer to make a show of drinking. 

Cindy energetically pounded the bag of raspberries against the cutting board to break them up, her face 

pink. 

Jaide decided to steer the conversation away from Trevor’s anti–GMO zeal. “Don’t you think 

corporations suppress any data they don’t agree with?” 

Lucas refused to be derailed. “So I’m supposed to take your word that GMO is bad over someone 

else’s word that it’s good?” 

She crossed her arms. “You’ve obviously made up your mind already.” 

“Show me a case study that has undergone peer review proving the danger”—his voice rose to carry 

over the sound of the blender—“and I’ll hop on your bandwagon.” 

Cindy slammed the tequila bottle against the counter top. “Enough arguing! This is supposed to be a 

party! Now drink up.” 

Instead of taking a drink, Lucas tore the hindquarter off one of the squab and took a big bite. 

  



 

 

 

 

 

JAIDE PUT TRIGGER on her leash and called to Flora, her voice echoing through the tiny apartment. 

“I’m going to the co-op. Want to come?” 

Flora’s voice drifted from her bedroom. “Can I buy salted caramel?” 

“One.” Jaide checked her faded jeans pocket for her wallet. She should have enough to splurge on one 

candy. She took her reusable bag from its hook near the door and folded it into her back pocket. 

Flora appeared in the hallway in short shorts and a tank, the straps of her florescent yellow training bra 

stark against her tan. 

Always concerned about damaging her daughter’s self-image, Jaide schooled her face into 

nonjudgmental lines and asked, “You sure you want to wear that?” 

Halting mid-step, Flora looked down at herself. “All the girls wear this.” 

“And what statement are they trying to make with it?” 

Flora slumped and threw her head back to look at the ceiling. “God, Mom. Not everything has to be a 

statement.” 

Jaide gripped the leash tighter. She’d sworn to be a better parent than her own mother, but some days 

it took all her will not to crush Flora’s independent nature. “I’m not saying you can’t wear it, just that you 

should think about what it tells other people about you.” She refrained from mentioning that some girls in 

this neighborhood made money by dressing that way. 

“Forget it. I don’t want caramel.” Flora stomped back into her room. 

“It’s up to you. But I’m leaving now.” 

No answer. 

Everyone said the teenage years were hardest. Flora wouldn’t be thirteen until April, yet Jaide already 

felt constantly pelted by irrational hormones. It made her appreciate her mother a hair more, although they 

seldom spoke since Jaide had become a single parent. Mother insisted Flora had ruined Jaide’s life. Jaide 

didn’t want to expose Flora to that negativity. Instead, she worked on being proud of her own daughter no 

matter what. 

Today that was going to take some extra work. 

Sighing, she stepped into the grungy hallway and locked the door behind her. Someone across the 

corridor was playing their TV too loud again, and the scent of frying meat polluted the air. She took the 

stairs down a level and exited the building. Across the street, a young girl played with a toddler on the 

sparse, unkempt lawn. To Jaide’s right, a large-breasted woman leaned out of a peeling, second-level 

window and loudly berated a man standing below. Humid autumn air brought out the scent of garbage from 

the nearby alleyway. 

Trigger pulled happily against the tether down the cracked sidewalk, stopping at the first street sign to 

sniff. Jaide paused to give her time to do her business. Behind them, Flora’s voice called out, “Mom, wait!” 

She turned to see her daughter clomping toward her in a knee-length crinkle skirt and unlaced black 

Converse high-tops. She still wore the bra-strap-exposing tank, but at least her bottom half wasn’t on full 

display. Trigger pranced on the end of her leash, acting as though she hadn’t seen Flora in days. 

When Flora reached them, Jaide asked, “Did you lock up?” 

Flora nodded and took her hand like as she had when she was little. 

Jaide smiled, her heart overflowing. “I’m glad you changed your mind.” 



 

 

They continued walking, Flora skipping over cracks, and Trigger pausing to sniff at every signpost, 

corner, and tree. Their neighborhood was threadbare, but Jaide liked to think it was full of good people 

trying to get ahead. Like herself. Her job doing data entry from home gave her more time with Flora but 

didn’t pay much. She saved what she could to buy a little house of her own someday. 

Down a narrow alley between the dingy brick buildings, she spotted a scrawny dog gulping down a 

stale bun. She paused, ready to check for collar or tags, but the pooch tucked her tail and slithered 

underneath a wooden gate blocking the end of the alley. 

Flora let go of her hand. “Want me to catch her?” 

Jaide debated but thought better of intruding on private property. “Not today, love. We’ll look again 

on the way back.” She hoped the poor thing didn’t get hit by a car in the meantime. 

They crossed the intersection to the small co-op market and stopped beneath the awning out front. She 

offered the leash to Flora. “Want to stay here with Trigger, or should we tie her up?” 

“I want to pick my caramel.” 

Jaide nodded and loosely tied the leash to the tree outside the co-op. She held a palm up toward the 

dog. “Trigger, sit. Stay.” 

Trigger lowered her hindquarters to the pavement, her brown eyes sad. 

“We’ll be back in a minute, silly,” Flora said in a baby voice. Trigger’s tail swept the sidewalk. 

They entered the cool interior of the store, dim under the illumination of energy-saving bulbs. While 

Flora picked a hand-made caramel from the case up front, Jaide headed to the bakery at the back, mentally 

counting the cash in her wallet. Eating organic was expensive, but she’d save in doctor bills in the long run. 

She selected a loaf of day-old bread and then ventured to the produce section to look over the winter 

squash. 

Down the aisle, she spotted Lucas in his bicycle helmet and cargo shorts, carrying his usual bleached-

paper coffee cup. He grinned and walked toward her. “Great party last night.” 

“Yeah, Cindy goes all out.” She brushed past him, hoping the niceties were over, but he took up pace 

beside her. 

“I enjoyed talking with you last night and was wondering if you’d be interested in continuing our 

conversation over coffee?” 

She stopped and looked up into his hazel eyes then at the cup in his hand. Her lip curled in what she 

hoped was a deterring fashion. “I only drink fair-trade coffee.” 

He lifted the cup slightly. “Me too. There’s a place off Tejon that has a good selection, plus live music. 

We can bike there or I can pick you up later.” 

Great. He wasn’t going to take the hint. “Listen, Lucas, I’m sure you’re a great person, but we’re too 

diametrically opposed to date each other, don’t you think?” 

“Keep using smart words like that and I just might want a date,” he said raising an eyebrow. “I was 

asking you to continue our conversation from last night, not make out.” 

Heat flushed her face, and she dropped her gaze to the tiled floor. He hadn’t asked her on a date? “Oh, 

well, I… I’m busy. My daughter’s with me. And my dog.” She swallowed, feeling stupid on multiple 

levels. 

“Afraid I’ll sway you to the dark side?” 

Now it was her turn to cock an eyebrow. “Bring it on.” 

He grinned, but before he could reply, she added, “But seriously, not today. I really do have a dog and 

my kid with me. And I have a meeting tonight.” 



 

 

“Rain check, then. I’ll see you around.” He turned on his heel and sauntered away, sipping his coffee. 

She watched him weave past a woman in a pink jogging suit then disappear around a corner before she 

realized her mouth was hanging open. What had just happened? Somehow, he’d charmed her in spite of his 

carnivorous, argumentative tendencies, and she’d given him an opening. Well, maybe she could teach him 

the error of his ways—if she ever agreed to actually meet up with him. 

  



 

 

 

 

 

DECEMBER 

The Mothers bade us Keep the Peace. 

—The Histories 

 

A KNOCK ON the apartment door, firm but polite, drew Jaide from her computer to peer through the 

peephole. A man and a woman wearing dark business suits and holding clipboards stood in the hall outside. 

Probably Mormons or Jehovah’s Witnesses. If she ignored them, they’d move on. 

She returned to the kitchen table and put her earbuds in, preparing to work the last few minutes before 

Flora arrived from school. 

“Mom!” Flora’s voice punctured the music in the earbuds. The bus must have been early. “Some 

people are here to see you!” 

Dammit. She’d let them in. 

Jaide jerked the earbuds free and rose as Flora tossed her backpack on the counter and began rifling 

the cupboards for a snack. The man and woman stood just inside the door. Trigger was running her nose 

over the man’s shoes, tail wagging. 

“Ms. Jaide Acosta?” the man said. 

They know my name? “Uh, yeah. What can I do for you?” 

He held up an open wallet with a badge and credentials. “We’re with the FBI.” 

Jaide’s heart stopped. Heat flooded her face, and the air seemed suddenly too thick to breathe. Every 

muscle in her body tensed, screaming for her to turn and run, turn and run, turn and run. 

“Mom, can I have one of these?” Flora skipped into the room carrying one of the expensive nutrition 

bars Jaide reserved for their all-day rallies. 

Interacting with her daughter calmed her a little. “Sure. Yes. Take Trigger with you.” 

Flora grinned a victory smile. “Yes! Come on, Trigger. I’ll give you a cookie, too.” 

Jaide crossed her arms and refocused on the FBI people. “What can I do for you?” 

“I’m Agent Riese, and this is Agent Bowler.” The woman indicated herself and then the man. “We 

understand you’re a member of the Coalition for Clean Food?” 

Her eyes felt watery as she maintained eye contact. “Yes?” 

“May we ask you some questions?” 

“Of course. Come in.” She turned to the living room, glad to be facing away, even if only for a 

moment. “Can I offer you something to drink?” 

“No, thank you.” Agent Riese took a seat on the edge of the afghan-covered sofa. “In January of last 

year, do you recall any suspicious activity among members of the Coalition?” 

Her eyes glazed over as she looked out her balcony window at the snow-covered pots. Her memory 

overflowed with hard, frozen earth pressing her cheek, the scent of warm greenhouse soil cutting through 

icy air. Shaking herself, she swiveled the hard-backed rocking chair so it faced the sofa. “What do you 

mean?” 

The man walked around the coffee table to sit at the other end of the sofa. “Secret meetings. Members 

breaking off from the group. Anything you might have considered odd.” 

Volunteer nothing. She adjusted the small rag rug that served as the rocking chair’s seat cushion. “I 



 

 

don’t think so.” 

“What sort of activities does the Coalition organize?” 

She sat and folded her hands on her lap. Act natural. “Our main focus is to help farmers and land 

owners understand the power of organic farming, one acre at a time.” That line was easy, right from the 

mission statement on the Coalition website. She added a shrug she hoped appeared nonchalant. “We mostly 

distribute educational pamphlets and maintain a website.” 

“What kinds of protests have the Coalition supported?” 

Jaide swallowed past a lump in her throat. If they arrested her right now, what would happen to Flora? 

“Sometimes we hold peaceful rallies to alert the public to a local issue.” 

“Do you recall such a rally last January?” 

She pretended a light bulb had just turned on in her head. “Oh! Is this about that greenhouse that was 

vandalized? We all showed up with picket signs, and the police were already there. We got a lot of press on 

that one.” She smiled as though that was a good thing then made her eyes grow wide. “Wait, you don’t 

think we had anything to do with that, do you?” 

Agent Riese drew a pen from her pocket and poised it over her clipboard. “Can you recall who was 

there with you that morning?” 

Jaide named everyone she could think of, including Trevor and Cindy, as they’d agreed. They’d 

attended the rally, bleary eyed and holding signs, to act surprised along with the rest of the Coalition 

members. 

“Who maintains the Coalition website?” asked Bowler. 

“I—I do.” Her voice came out too high. Trevor had insisted that her stepping down as webmistress 

would be suspicious. 

“How long have you had that duty?” 

“I’m not sure. A long time. Three years? Four?” In the kitchen, Flora slammed a cupboard door. 

Trigger padded in and put her chin on Jaide’s knee, tail wagging slowly. 

Agent Riese leaned a little sideways and nodded toward the dining table where Jaide’s laptop sat open. 

“You do data entry?” 

Oh, God, they know, they know. Her heart pounded in time to the words in her brain. She put a 

trembling hand on Trigger’s head, sinking her fingers into the comfort of the soft fur behind her ears. 

“Yes.” 

“Any programing experience?” 

“Like writing software? No. The companies I work for have their own programs.” 

“What do you know about”—the woman looked down at her clipboard—“Trevor Finkman.” 

“Trevor?” She furrowed her brow, pretending to consider. “He’s all right.” 

“Do you know where we can find him?” Agent Bowler asked. 

“Did you try his apartment?” 

“We’ve been unable to locate him. We hoped you might help.” 

Surely they already knew where he was employed. Telling them wouldn’t be a betrayal. “He works at 

an insurance company in the IT department.” 

“He hasn’t been to work in two days.” 

“He hasn’t been to work?” The pit of Jaide’s stomach squeezed so tight, she thought she might throw 

up. Had Trevor fled? What did that mean for her and Cindy? Would he leave without warning her? He 

made good money at his job and wasn’t likely to abandon it unless he was truly panicked. 



 

 

“Do you have knowledge of where he might go? Any family or recreation spots he likes to visit?” 

Tiny stars pricked the edges of her vision. “Are you saying he’s missing?” 

“Ms. Acosta, are you all right?” 

She had to breathe. Trevor had left her and Cindy to take the blame for the break-in. Stay calm. 

Answer questions with questions. That was how Trevor’d taught them. “Why are you looking for him?” 

Agent Riese answered, “We want to ask him a few questions.” 

“Is he in trouble?” 

“Not at this moment. Do you have any idea where we can find him?” 

Jaide shook her head, mind spinning with how to respond. On one hand, she wanted to keep Trevor 

safe if they suspected him, but on the other, she didn’t want to be left alone to take the blame. And she 

didn’t want these agents to think she’d been uncooperative. “He volunteers at the food co-op sometimes.” 

The woman rose and held out a business card. “Thank you, Ms. Acosta. We may contact you again. In 

the meantime, if you hear anything from him or anything about the incident at the greenhouse, please call 

me.” 

Jaide took the card, relieved her hand didn’t shake. “The Coalition would never condone vandalism,” 

she found herself saying. She swallowed, the statement ringing more true than she liked. Why had she ever 

agreed to follow Trevor’s plan? “Violence only begets violence, don’t you think?” 

“Words to live by, Ms. Acosta,” said Agent Bowler at the door. “We’ll talk to you again soon.” 

  



 

 

 

 

 

JULY 

No matter how deep the Hunger, the Tox will grow. 

—Mother’s Proverb 

 

THE SUN POUNDED against Jaide’s scalp, penetrating her broad-brimmed hat, while rivulets of sweat 

trickled through her hair and ran down her neck and torso. Scattered over the hill and across the dirt road, 

Coalition volunteers worked in pairs to scout out and remove invasive weeds from the two-acre park 

outside town. At least the unseasonable heat wilted the pulled weeds so she didn’t have to worry about any 

bits she dropped reestablishing themselves. 

She looked over her shoulder in search of her daughter, who kept wandering off, distracted by 

butterflies or the Cooperative Extension agent’s cute teenage son. “Flora, come help me.” 

Led by Trigger—or rather, dragged by Trigger—Flora joined her where the patch of sweet clover had 

taken hold among the clumps of native grass. Flora pointed to the fine-leafed seedling. “Is this one?” 

“Use the card and tell me.” Jaide held out the laminated color photocopy of the invasive weeds they 

were hunting. Sweet clover was definitely on the list, but she wanted Flora to learn to identify it herself. 

“Just tell me, Mom.” Her daughter tilted her head to glower at Jaide beneath her brows. “It’s hot, and I 

want to go home.” Sweat smudged her mascara—yet another battle Jaide had lost last year with the 

progression through middle school. 

She remained silent about the smudges, refusing to turn into her critical mother. Instead, she pulled off 

her gloves to let the air soothe her prickling skin. “Me, too. But the weeds will keep gro—” 

“I know, Mom. They grow forever and ever. We can’t pull them all.” Flora grabbed the plant and 

yanked, breaking it off at soil level. “This cause is useless.” 

Jaide gritted her teeth. She treasured her daughter, but Flora’s heart wasn’t in the work, and that made 

Jaide miss Cindy more than usual. After Trevor had disappeared last winter, the friends decided it would be 

best to see less of each other. She jabbed her pitchfork at the ground, tines bouncing against the hard soil. 

“We have to get the roots.” 

Flora hurled the weed into the orange five-gallon bucket next to them. “I’m going to get some water.” 

Jaide sighed and watched the gangly thirteen-year-old stomp toward the pickup where Coalition 

volunteers had set up a refreshment table, Trigger prancing beside her. At least someone was happy; the 

dog gleefully paused to greet everyone she could reach along the way. 

Returning to weeding, Jaide jimmied the tines of the fork against the embedded roots, trying to free as 

much as she could. 

“Need a hand?” The familiar voice drew her gaze as a pair of hiking boots came into view. 

“Lucas?” She’d bumped into him off and on over the past year but had yet to go to coffee with him. 

“What are you doing here?” 

He pointed to a firefighter emblem on his shirt. “Paramedic on duty. I like to keep watch over you 

weed whackers. Otherwise you keel over from sunstroke. Here,” Lucas wrapped his fingers around the 

upper portion of the pitchfork handle. “I’ll pry and you pull.” 

She released it. “You’re a firefighter?” 

He stomped a boot against the edge of the fork, a lock of hair falling over his eyes. Arm muscles 



 

 

bulging against his T-shirt sleeves, he grunted and pulled back a chunk of sod, exposing the top of the 

taproot. “I actually work for the hospital. I volunteer with the fire service for these kinds of projects.” 

Bending, she used both hands to pull. The root gave with a snap, sending her backward onto her 

bottom. 

“You okay?” Lucas let the clod fall back into place and reached down to help her stand. 

She accepted his callused hand. 

“Nice tat.” He grinned and rubbed a thumb over the inside of her wrist. The peace sign there had 

Flora’s name curling through it, a celebration of Jaide’s tubal ligation three years ago. 

“Thanks.” A sudden wave of shyness made her look away. She tossed the root into the bucket and 

brushed herself off. “Have you joined the Coalition? I haven’t seen you at the meetings.” 

While Jaide still belonged to the Coalition, she’d stepped back, giving responsibility for the website to 

a new, eager young man. She remained in her position as secretary, at least until the next election. Stepping 

away too quickly might seem a little odd so soon after the visit from the FBI last November. The Coalition 

had buzzed with speculation for months—still buzzed—about what had happened to Trevor and the FBI’s 

involvement, but at least the agents hadn’t come to her door again. 

Lucas tamped the loose sod down with a boot. “The Coalition is a little too… emotional for my tastes. 

But you guys are trying to do a good thing out here.” 

The praise gave her courage to meet his eyes again. “We need to be passionate if we want to change 

the world, don’t you think? One acre at a time.” 

“You really believe you can keep up with the weed growth?” His mouth quirked into a mocking smile. 

Her good feelings wilted like the weeds in her bucket. “What do you suggest? We give up?” 

“Not at all. I just don’t see how a handful of idealists, no matter how passionate, can overcome the 

savage power of nature.” He shaded his eyes with one hand and scanned the hill. “These plants are 

invaders, yes, but so were our ancestors when they arrived in America. And look where we are now.” 

“You can’t compare people to plants.” She grabbed the weed bucket and walked uphill toward another 

sweet clover. “Humans are outside of nature. We need to find a way to become a part of it again.” 

“By outside of nature, I assume you mean causing change to our environment?” 

She set the bucket down next to the weed. “Of course. We’re killing off species, polluting the 

watershed—even altering weather patterns across the globe.” 

“Are beavers outside of nature, then? They cause change to their environment—flood out fish 

spawning grounds and destroy existing terrestrial flora.” 

She scowled at him. She should’ve known better than to be drawn into one of his debates. “Beavers 

are localized. Humans do it on a global scale.” 

“But we evolved intellect to adapt our environment to our needs, just like beavers. Just because we’re 

more successful, is that unnatural?” 

“Yes!” She snatched the fork from him and rammed it into the soil near the weeds. “We’ve moved 

beyond nature.” 

Lucas rubbed his palms on the front of his jeans. “Beyond. Maybe we have.” 

She glanced up at him through her lashes. He stared down the other side of the hill. Was she getting 

through to him? “We’re like parasites. Viruses. On the road to killing our host, don’t you think? We have 

to use our intelligence to become symbiotes instead.” 

“Are those weeds?” Lucas pointed to the bottom of the hill near the tree line. 

She shaded her eyes to see better. A tall stand of broad-leafed plants stood staunchly alone on a barren 



 

 

patch of earth. She pulled the laminated card from her pocket. “Let’s go take a closer look.” 

Together they plodded through the tall grass until they reached the bottom of the hill. Shoulder-high 

plants with big, spear-tip leaves covered an area as large as her living room, with no other plant life 

growing around or between them. Lucas strode right into the big leaves. 

She scuffed the naked soil near the plants. The earth was as hard packed as the rest of the hill, not 

tilled. “Did someone plant these?” 

“What are they? Mutant poinsettias?” 

Moving closer, she verified her guess with the card. “Palmer amaranth. They’re native to the U.S. but 

not to this area. God, they’re huge.” 

“Pull them?” 

She nodded, and Lucas used the fork to free one, releasing a long root in a rain of dirt. The crushed 

foliage released a scent like wet pennies. A shiver of familiarity raced down Jaide’s spine. What did that 

remind her of? Blood? She joined Lucas pulling roots. The bucket filled quickly. Straightening, she wiped 

her forehead with the back of her wrist. “This weed colony’s too big for us alone.” 

“You have dirt on you.” He pulled a handkerchief from his back pocket and dabbed at her forehead. A 

lump formed in her throat at his touch. His gaze reconnected with hers as he lowered his hand. 

“Thanks,” she said, pulse fluttering. She dropped her eyes to the bucket. “Let’s take what we have to 

the pickup and show the others.” 

He cleared his throat. “I probably ought to be manning the first aid station.” 

The thought of pulling weeds alone again made her limbs feel heavy. “Did you know you can eat most 

weeds?” As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she felt stupid. 

He cocked his head. “Is that an invitation to dinner?” 

If she hadn’t already been sweltering, warmth would have flooded her face. How did he always 

manage to put her off balance? But this time she had a quick answer. “The Coalition’s having a potluck 

tomorrow evening, and everyone’s supposed to bring a dish using weeds. Why don’t you come?” 

“Kid friendly?” 

“You have a kid?” For some reason, she hadn’t pictured Lucas as the family type. 

“On the weekends I don’t work, yes. She’s fourteen and easily bored by her dad’s lack of a life. She’s 

at a friend’s birthday party today.” 

“You’re divorced, then?” After several dates with men who were only separated, she’d learned to be 

bold in her questioning. Maybe that was why Lucas had never really asked her on a date. 

His face tightened. “My wife died from complications during Suzanne’s delivery. My parents keep her 

most of the time.” 

She cringed. “Oh, God, I’m sorry.” 

“Adrienne insisted on a home birth. Believed it was more natural.” He picked up the bucket and fork 

and turned away. 

Jaide didn’t know what to say now. The death of a loved one was outside her level of experience. Even 

Trigger was her first pet, and she dreaded the day when she lost her. Trotting to catch up, she walked next 

to him in silence. 

When they neared the Extension agent’s pickup, Lucas handed her the tools. “I’m going to make the 

rounds, make sure everyone is okay. And select a few choice weeds for dinner.” He winked, his usual 

teasing smile once again in place. “Text me the address for the potluck?” 

She nodded, hoping no one minded her inviting him. He’d at least been pleasant and open to her ideas 



 

 

today. He sauntered through the tall grass without looking back. 

To her right, a group of people talked to Grace, the Cooperative Extension liaison. Jaide picked up the 

bucket and carried it over. One of the men reached out to take her tools. “Let me help with that.” 

“Thanks.” She pointed back over her shoulder. “There’s a big stand of palmer amaranth around the 

hill. I couldn’t clear them all.” 

Grace pulled one of the leaves free of the bucket and looked at it. “Let’s bag these and go have a 

look.” 

The others joined in chopping the long stems into more manageable pieces and shoving them into 

sturdy contractor bags, then Jaide led the way to the remaining weeds. Grace shook her head and stared at 

the foliage. “It shouldn’t be this tall this time of year.” 

A white-haired woman wearing huge glasses broke off a leaf and handed it to Grace. “At least it’s not 

flowering yet.” 

“True. Let’s make sure we get all the roots, everyone.” 

Jaide began prying out the weeds, tossing the pieces into buckets. One of the men lifted a full bucket 

in each hand to carry back to the pickup. “Are these the GMO weeds I’ve heard rumors about?” 

Grace squatted near the upturned dirt, picking out bits of root and broken leaves and putting them into 

a small plastic zipper bag. “The rumors haven’t been confirmed.” 

“But you’re collecting samples?” He pointed to the baggie. 

“Just want to be sure.” Grace didn’t look up. 

“Why would anyone spend money to develop GMO weeds?” asked the white-haired woman. 

The man said, “To force us to buy special herbicides to get rid of them, of course.” 

“Corporations wouldn’t release weeds on purpose, would they?” Jaide asked. 

“I don’t trust any of them.” 

“It wouldn’t have to be on purpose.” A young woman in a yellow tank top waved a broad leaf like a 

fan. “Amaranth easily cross-breeds with all kinds of plants. Spread a little pollen around, or track out a few 

seeds, and BAM! Superweeds to beat all superweeds.” 

The familiar coppery scent of the crushed foliage enveloped Jaide until she no longer saw sun 

bleached grassland, but amaranth towering in the moonlight, seed heads covered by hangman’s bags. The 

memory was like a physical blow, knocking the air out of her. She dropped her digging fork, putting her 

hands on her knees. 

“You all right?” Grace asked. 

Jaide stumbled away, the contents of her stomach rising. But we’re miles from the test greenhouse, she 

thought. Could a plant travel that far in only two years? She recalled the scuff of leaves and debris falling 

around her when she’d fallen. The crinkle of bags under her feet when she fled. Had she tracked out the 

very thing she sought to protect the world from? The smell filled her nostrils, inescapable. 

She doubled over and vomited, falling to her hands and knees on the rough ground. 

A man yelled, “Someone find the medic.” 

“No, I’m fine.” Swiping the back of her hand across her mouth, Jaide stumbled to her feet. She had to 

eradicate these Franken-weeds. She wouldn’t rest until they were gone. Spinning, she grabbed a digging 

fork from Grace’s hand and plunged it into the unyielding earth. 

  



 

 

 

 

 

The fat on every people sat and wasted, and the food was so much, it wasted. So the land replied 

with waste. 

—The Histories 

 

JAIDE STARED DOWN at the pot of scorched chickweed. What had started out as an attempt at a 

casserole had turned into an inedible greenish brick. She pulled the pot from the burner and set it aside to 

cool, hoping she hadn’t ruined the pan. Maybe she could claim illness and beg off the potluck. Except 

she’d invited Lucas, and it would be rude to ditch him. 

Her attention hadn’t been on her cooking or on Lucas today, and it wouldn’t be on the social niceties 

required for a party, either. The night at the greenhouse kept replaying through her thoughts, both dreaming 

and awake. Leaves tumbled around her whenever she lay down. Fallen paper bags rattled beneath her feet 

when she walked. And a damp, wet smell with a heavy copper tang followed her like a miasma. 

She opened the freezer and pulled out a baggie of blanched garlic mustard leaves from the past spring. 

Her mother’s chickpea curry recipe would only take a few minutes and didn’t cost much to make. She 

chopped an onion and a tomato and tossed them into a pan of hot oil with curry powder. The sweet scent 

carved a hollow in her chest and made her nostalgic for home in a way she hadn’t felt for years. 

She dumped in the chickpeas and a can of vegetable broth and went to touch up her makeup. Lack of 

sleep had left dark circles beneath her eyes. She practiced a smile in the mirror. I’ll only stay long enough 

to be polite, she reassured herself. And to inform Cindy of the escaped weed. Thinking about the weed 

turned her stomach again. She returned to the kitchen and pulled the curry off the stove. The leaves of 

garlic mustard were still frozen, but she emptied the baggie into the pot, stirring to thaw them. 

“Flora, let’s go!” she called over her shoulder. “Don’t forget your swimsuit.” She poured the curry into 

a bowl and sealed the lid. Trigger pranced to the door ahead of her, and she patted the dog’s head. “Sorry, 

girl. We’re going to Ginger’s. You’ll have to stay home.” 

Trigger lowered her hindquarters to sit, her front feet dancing in unabashed doggy hope. 

From her bedroom, Flora asked, “Do I have to go?” 

“You won’t be alone this time. Lucas is bringing his daughter.” 

Flora poked her head out of her bedroom door, her brows drawn into a scowl. “How old is she? Last 

time you said there would be other kids, I ended up babysitting.” 

“But you made ten bucks. And you won’t this time, because his daughter is fourteen.” 

The rest of Flora’s body appeared in the hall, her scowl easing into a mere glower. “She better be 

cool.” 

They stopped at the gas station on the way to Ginger’s and bought eight dollars’ worth of fuel. Her 

next paycheck was three days away, and she liked to keep a few dollars in reserve for emergencies. The 

lingering scent of oil on hot pavement and gasoline fumes made Jaide’s head hurt. 

“Why do gas prices always go up in summer?” Flora asked as Jaide climbed back into the driver’s 

seat. “We never get to go on road trips like Angela’s family.” 

“Gas is reformulated in the summer to reduce air pollution.” Jaide unclipped her sunglasses from the 

car’s visor and put them on before pulling into traffic. 

“Why only in summer?” 



 

 

“Good question. I don’t know.” She smiled at Flora, proud her daughter was questioning government 

policy. “Maybe someone at the potluck will.” 

Flora rolled her eyes and looked out the passenger window. Lately, she’d become less enthusiastic 

about Coalition members. Jaide blamed a corporate-subsidized public school system, but she couldn’t 

afford to take time off to homeschool her daughter. 

They left town toward what had once been rolling farmland, now transformed into wide acreages of 

manicured lawns. Jaide pulled into a long, circular driveway and parked behind a white Prius. Ginger’s 

house looked like a modest ranch-style home from the outside, but once inside, the floor dropped a few 

steps down into a great room with a cathedral-style ceiling. The huge back windows and deck looked out 

over an acre of garden and a man-made pond surrounded by trees. Jaide ignored the view and turned right, 

into the kitchen. Decorative copper pots and dark marble countertops sparkled as if they’d never been used. 

She passed the stairway to the lower level, through the open, beveled glass double doors, and into the 

atrium. 

A long table covered with casserole dishes ran the full length of the room. Almost all the food on the 

table was, expectedly, green. Had anyone cooked with the monstrous amaranth? Jaide shuddered. 

Flora disappeared through the doors to the pool. 

Setting her dish among the other bowls, Jaide found the side bar with the wine before joining the other 

guests. Ginger’s husband, Price, stood outside on the patio grilling what smelled like tilapia. Ginger always 

provided a main course at these events, usually fish, but sometimes veggie burgers or a catered vegetarian 

entree. There were a few vegans among the Coalition members, but for the most part, everyone indulged in 

occasional seafood or eggs. 

Cindy’s laugh floated through the open double doors, and Jaide followed the sound to the pool deck. 

Standing next to a lean man Jaide hadn’t seen before, Cindy held a wine glass and listened with rapt 

attention as he spoke. A new love interest, Jaide thought, a pang of sadness tweaking her heart. In days 

past, she would’ve already heard all about him. Instead, she put on her best smile and walked over to be 

introduced. 

“Hi, Cin,” she put an arm around her old friend’s neck to hug her, but the familiar gesture felt 

awkward. 

“Jaide!” Cindy planted a big kiss on her cheek. “I’d like you to meet Gerald. He writes for the Daily 

Dispatch.” 

“Happy to have you here.” Jaide shook his hand. He was a little older than Cindy’s usual choices, the 

hair at his temples a charismatic silver. “Are you joining the Coalition?” 

“I’m actually doing a piece on the increasing use of herbicides. Cindy is teaching me a lot.” He winked 

at Cindy. 

Cindy simpered and stroked his biceps with her fingertips. “I think I’m learning more from you.” 

Jaide’s forced smile wavered. Palmer amaranth was notoriously resistant to herbicides. Would the new 

weed with its genetic alterations be even more so? She turned to Cindy. “You been out with the weed 

warriors lately?” 

“Hopefully I can find time next month.” Cindy wrinkled her nose as her gaze drifted over Jaide’s 

shoulder toward the patio doors. “Oh, God, who invited him?” 

Turning her head, Jaide spotted Lucas paused just outside the double doors, a tall, thin teenager by his 

side. His usual wrinkled shorts had been replaced by jeans and sneakers. 

“Is that his kid?” Cindy put her mouth closer to Jaide’s ear as if telling a dirty secret. “I heard he has a 



 

 

daughter.” 

“I thought you liked him.” Jaide had hoped to have at least one ally regarding her invitation to Lucas. 

“I don’t dislike him.” Cindy shot a coy smile toward Gerald then looked back to Lucas. “He’s just 

so… dominant. He argues about everything. God, I hope he didn’t bring dead birds again.” 

Jaide couldn’t help laughing. She’d missed Cindy’s unfiltered comments. “He promised me he’d keep 

it vegetarian.” 

Cindy reared back and stared Jaide in the face. “You invited him?” 

“He helped pull weeds yesterday. It felt like the right thing.” Lucas looked over the crowded patio, 

meeting Jaide’s eyes. He smiled, and she squeezed Cindy’s hand. “I’d better make sure Flora shows his 

daughter around.” 

She excused herself and approached Lucas, who was talking to Price. The tall girl gazed with affected 

boredom at the empty pool. Jaide put on a smile and met the girl’s eyes. “Hi, you must be Suzanne. I’m 

Jaide.” 

The girl smiled back genuinely. “Hi.” 

Lucas turned and grinned, raking Jaide from head to toe without trying to hide it. “You look nice. I put 

my food on the table. I assume that’s what I was supposed to do.” 

“No dead birds, I hope?” Jaide teased. 

Suzanne rolled her eyes toward her dad, and he shook his head. “Purely vegetarian. I looked up some 

recipes for wild amaranth. Did you know you can use the leaves like spinach?” 

She took a sip of wine and nodded, avoiding his gaze. Of course he’d brought the weed they’d pulled 

together. And there was no way she would eat it—if it was genetically modified, who knew what rogue 

DNA the corporations had put into it? They’d created goats that made spider-silk milk and cabbages filled 

with scorpion venom. For all she knew, the amaranth had been engineered as a new drain cleaner. Probably 

not that bad, but still… She turned her attention to Lucas’s daughter. “Suzanne, why don’t you come with 

me to find my daughter, Flora. Did you bring a swimming suit?” 

Suzanne nodded, and Jaide glanced around the pool to locate Flora. No sign. She was probably in the 

cabana, changing. Leading the way, Jaide circled the kidney-shaped pool toward the small building on the 

other side. Through the mullioned windows, she spotted Flora lounging on a wicker chair with a fashion 

magazine in her hand. 

She opened the door and stepped inside. “Flora, Suzanne is here. Suzanne, this is my daughter, Flora.” 

Flora lowered the magazine. “Hey.” 

Suzanne replied, “Hey.” 

Lucas spoke from behind them. “If you girls use the pool, remember to be respectful of other guests.” 

He leaned through the door and surveyed the interior of the building. “Quite the setup here.” 

Jaide looked around. The space was as big as her bedroom. A privacy screen toward the back of the 

room provided a place to change, and another door separated a toilet from the main area. Neatly folded 

beach towels rested in cubbies along the wall to the right. “Price is a lawyer, and Ginger works at a bank. 

They support the majority of the Coalition’s activities.” 

He stepped back out of the cabana to let her pass, and together they walked back along the pool deck 

toward the party. “So, did you get that stand of weeds eradicated?” 

She swallowed and shrugged. “Grace said the seeds can remain viable in the soil for years.” 

“I read an interesting article about invasives the other day. It pointed out that species have always 

migrated, so to call one native and another invasive is simply drawing an arbitrary line in time.” 



 

 

Jaide shivered, thinking of the Franken-weed stalking the land. But she didn’t trust herself to talk 

about GMOs right now, especially with someone like Lucas. “Humans cause rapid, mechanized dispersal 

of species. It’s no longer part of evolution. It’s a revolution—against Mother Nature.” 

The tune “Bad Romance” suddenly blared from the speakers around the pool before someone adjusted 

the volume. Ginger liked to get people dancing. 

Lucas said, “Oh, it’s to be one of those kind of parties.” 

“What kind?” 

“Where you have to shout over the music.” 

“Parties don’t always have to be arenas for debate.” 

He put a hand to his ear, eyes twinkling playfully. “What’s that you say?” 

Deciding she could use a little playfulness tonight, Jaide took his hand and dragged him to the lawn, 

where one couple already twirled with practiced choreography. “Dance with me.” 

He opened his mouth as if to protest but then complied, moving in time to the beat. The song ended, 

and he said, “I think I’m going to need fortification for a night like this. Can I get you more wine?” 

Nodding, she drained the last bit from her glass before handing it to him. She revved herself up to the 

next song, kicking off her shoes and swinging her arms as the sun dropped low over the trees, encasing 

everything in amber. Lucas returned with full glasses, and she downed almost half to keep the liquid from 

splashing over while she danced. 

She hadn’t eaten all day, too sick over the weed pulling yesterday, and the wine went quickly to her 

head. Losing her inhibitions felt good tonight. A slow song came from the speakers, and she drained her 

glass before flinging her arms around Lucas’s neck. He obliged by drawing her body against his. 

“I kind of like you quiet,” she said, inhaling his warm, male scent. 

He pursed his lips as he regarded her face. “There are other things I’d like to do with my mouth 

besides talk right now.” 

She thrust her chin upward in defiant invitation. “Like what?” 

“If I tell you, I’m not silent.” He lowered his face and pressed his mouth to hers. 

Maybe it was the wine, but trails of molten heat flooded out from his kiss. Clinging to his neck, she 

was glad for the support as her knees turned to jelly. 

His mouth left hers, and his wine-touched breath brushed her cheek. “The girls may see us.” 

Normally, the moment would have shattered because she’d have heard her mother’s chiding voice 

overlaying the warning. But Lucas felt safe. Safe in a world filled with uncertainty, and she wanted him. 

She wanted to forget everything if only for a few moments of pleasure. “They’re entertaining each other.” 

She nibbled along his neck. “Let’s sneak down to the koi pond. I bet no one’s there.” 

As she pulled away to lead him there, his arms tightened, crushing her against him. “I think we’d 

better wait.” 

She relaxed and curled her fingers through the hair at the base of his neck. He smelled like spice. 

Cloves? “The girls are probably having so much fun they won’t miss us.” 

He bent and brushed a kiss against her lips again, gone too soon. “For your sake as much as theirs.” 

Heat rose from her belly to her face. “What’re you saying?” 

“Did you know you’re slurring?” 

“I just need food.” She broke away and strode toward the pool. At least she tried to stride; the ground 

seemed to move out from under her. Chin high, she stumbled to the atrium and searched for a plate. 

“Here,” his voice said behind her. 



 

 

She spun to see him holding out a plastic plate. All the green food on the table smelled delicious. Then 

she remembered. How many of these dishes contained amaranth? For all she knew, scientists had inserted 

rat DNA in it to increase the protein content. The wine in her stomach sloshed and filled her throat. She 

dashed outside just in time to heave burgundy fluid all over the pool deck.  



 

 

 

 

 

JAIDE SAT WITH her feet curled under her on Ginger’s padded deck chair and stared out over the dark 

garden. Music pounded through the air from the pool at the other side of the house, but the deck off the 

living room remained clear of guests. Probably to steer clear of the woman who’d spattered their feet with 

vomit. 

A hand holding a glass of ice water appeared over her shoulder, and she lifted her eyes. Lucas asked, 

“Feeling better?” 

She nodded and took the glass. “Thank you.” Her stomach and throat burned. “I’d really like to go 

home now.” 

He sat on the edge of the chair to her right. Light from the living area slanted through the windows to 

carve shadows onto his face. “I can’t let you drive, but I’ll take you home.” 

“I’m not drunk anymore.” She sipped from the glass, the water hitting her stomach like a cold fist. 

“Still not a good idea to get behind the wheel. Tomorrow I can bring you back for your car.” 

She covered her eyes with one hand. “I can’t believe I threw up like that in front of everyone.” Not to 

mention doing it yesterday at the weed pull. She was going to get a reputation. 

“Food poisoning, maybe?” 

“I haven’t eaten anything.” 

“That explains it.” He rose. “I’ll make you a plate.” 

“No!” She jerked upright, sloshing water over the rim of her glass. She couldn’t stomach eating that 

weed. For all she knew, TelomerGen had been experimenting on amaranth to create a new kind of 

insecticide. “I mean—I’m really picky.” 

“I’ll bring you some of my quiche. You eat eggs, cheese, and spinach—er, amaranth, right?” 

Her gut churned. “No. I mean…” How could she tell him without giving herself away? She hugged the 

glass against her chest, letting the condensation soak into her shirt. “The Extension Service thinks there 

may be a GMO weed loose.” 

“No kidding?” He scraped his chair around to face her and sat. “What kind of weed?” 

She couldn’t seem to draw a full breath. Reveal nothing. But she wanted him to know. She wanted 

everyone to know. “The Extension Agent took samples from that palmer amaranth you and I were pulling.” 

“So it’s not confirmed?” 

“The plants were freakishly tall.” 

He leaned back in the chair. “That doesn’t mean anything. The hot spring weather made things sprout 

early.” 

She licked her lips and looked down into her water glass. “Better safe than sorry, don’t you think?” 

“I refuse to live a life in fear of maybes. And even if it is genetically modified, that doesn’t mean it’s 

dangerous.” 

In the distance, a siren wailed. She closed her eyes and pictured the patch of amaranth, the broad 

leaves, the bare earth around the stalks. “Something wasn’t right about them. Didn’t you notice how 

nothing else seemed to be growing nearby? Nature knows what’s unnatural and avoids it.” 

He crossed an ankle over his other knee. “Maybe they were simply able to grow in a contaminated 

spot. There have been great advances in phytoremediation plants that clean up heavy metals or 

petrochemicals in soil. Plants like that could be a good thing, GMO or not. Although it probably isn’t a 



 

 

good idea to eat those…” 

The siren grew louder. Behind them, through the big picture windows, a small herd of people entered 

the living room. Jaide craned her neck to see over the back of her chair. “What’s going on?” 

Lucas rose. “I think the siren’s in the driveway. I’ll go see.” 

Jaide stood and followed him. Inside, people were funneling through the front door. Red light flashed 

against the entryway wall from the ambulance outside. Ginger spotted Jaide and rushed over, putting the 

back of her hand to Jaide’s forehead. “Are you feeling better? Any more vomiting or pain?” 

“I’m so sorry about that. I feel fine now.” 

“You’re not the only one. Three others are sick, and one man collapsed. The ambulance is here now.” 

Alarmed, Jaide looked around for Flora. “Have you seen my daughter?” 

But Ginger had already turned away, pushing through the crowd on the other side of the door. 

Lucas took Jaide’s arm. “They were in the cabana a few minutes ago.” 

She raced back through the atrium to the pool. A few people stood around while Price swabbed a mop 

through a puddle of vomit. The girls were nowhere in sight. 

“Flora!” Jaide called as she ran toward the cabana. 

The paned-glass door opened a crack, and Flora’s face appeared. “Mom?” 

“Did you eat anything?” 

“Yes, I ate.” 

“What? What did you eat?” 

Flora heaved a sigh and rolled her eyes. “Some fish and the curry you brought.” 

Suzanne opened the door the rest of the way and stood next to Flora. “What’s wrong?” 

Lucas moved to the door to put the back of his hand on Suzanne’s forehead. “Some people have gotten 

sick, that’s all. Probably food poisoning. Are you feeling all right?” 

Suzanne nodded. 

“Is that why you got sick?” Flora asked. 

Jaide swallowed and looked at the ground. Much as she didn’t want to admit being drunk to her 

daughter, she believed in honesty. “I drank too much too fast.” 

Lucas put an arm around Jaide and gave her a quick squeeze. “Your real mistake was drinking on an 

empty stomach. It could happen to anyone.” 

Her heart filled with gratitude at his attempt to defend her. 

He turned to look toward the house. “Food poisonings don’t usually make people sick this fast. I 

should help make sure everyone’s okay.” 

Jaide and the girls followed him through the atrium and kitchen to the front door. Outside on the 

driveway, two ambulances sat, rear doors open and lights flashing. About thirty people clustered to watch 

as a man in a paramedic shirt closed the door on the lead ambulance and climbed into the driver’s seat. The 

ambulance pulled away, waiting until it reached the end of the driveway to resume its siren wail. 

Cindy elbowed through the crowd, eyes on Jaide. “They just took Gerald to the hospital.” 

“Oh, no!” Jaide reached out to take Cindy’s hand and pull her closer. “What happened?” 

“He threw up like you did. No warning. He started trembling and had to sit down. His lips turned 

blue—like, literally blue!” 

“Oh, shit.” 

Cindy pointed to the other ambulance. “Other people are having the same symptoms. Betty and Hunter 

and Jen. Are you okay?” 



 

 

“I’m fine,” Jaide said, glancing back at her daughter. “Flora said she ate some of the fish. Could it be 

the fish?” 

Cindy gasped. “What if it’s tetanus or something?” 

“You don’t get tetanus from food.” Or could you? That was the danger from GMO foods; no one knew 

for sure what the side effects might be. Disease, poison, allergies… or worse. That amaranth had to be 

brought under control immediately, before anyone else got sick. “Can I talk to you in private?” 

“Now? I should go to the hospital to see Gerald.” Cindy chewed her lip. “Can I borrow your car?” 

“I really need to talk to you.” 

“He could be dying.” Cindy squeezed Jaide’s hand until the bones hurt. 

Jaide bit back the desire to remind Cindy she hardly knew the guy. That was an assumption, but 

Cindy’s track record spoke for itself. “If you take my car, how will I get home?” 

Cindy cocked a brow. “You and Lucas seem pretty chummy.” 

Jaide shrugged, scanning the crowd. Lucas knelt next to a man who sat on the lawn, head between his 

knees. It seemed like a lifetime ago since she’d kissed him. “How many people are sick?” 

“I’m not sure. Several. But Gerald was the worst. He said he has a heart condition. Please give me 

your keys.” 

Jaide leveled a look at her friend. “Only after you listen to me for a minute.” 

Cindy glowered. “Fine. What?” 

“Not here.” Jaide led her back inside the house and to the deck where she’d sat with Lucas only a short 

while ago. She shut the sliding door behind her and scanned the area to be sure no one was around. “It’s 

about the greenhouse,” she whispered. 

Cindy tossed up her hands. “There’s more important stuff happening right now.” 

“No, seriously. Yesterday while I was with the weed warriors, the Extension agent mentioned GMO 

amaranth. She took samples from a patch we were pulling.” 

“So?” 

“The greenhouse was growing amaranth.” 

Cindy sucked in a breath. “Seriously?” 

“Yes.” 

Silence choked the darkness. 

Finally, Cindy sighed. “Figures. Is that all?” 

“What do you mean, is that all?” 

“There’s nothing we can do about it.” Cindy shrugged. 

Jaide leaned closer, keeping her voice low. “We might have tracked it out that night. We could be 

responsible.” 

“Anyone working there could have tracked it out. The company should have had better safety 

measures in place. Isn’t this why GMOs are so dangerous?” 

Jaide ran a hand over the top of her hair. “It’s our responsibility to do something, don’t you think?” 

“What do you suggest? Turn ourselves in?” Cindy put her hands on her hips. “That won’t make the 

weeds go away.” 

“We should start another weed warrior group and make a point of pulling every single weekend.” The 

plants couldn’t have spread far in this amount of time. “We can rally people and eradicate it before it gets 

out of control.” 

“You won’t find anyone willing to pull weeds every weekend. I know I won’t.” 



 

 

Jaide grabbed her friend by both arms. “We can’t let this spread. What if that’s what’s making people 

sick tonight?” 

“Don’t be silly.” Cindy pulled herself free. “People have been eating GMOs for decades. Besides, the 

government will get it under control. It’s not as big a deal as you’re making it.” 

“You sound like Lucas.” Jaide felt like crying. 

“He has a point. Can I please use your car now?” 

Jaide’s pulse thundered in her ears. Cindy had always been fickle in her causes, joining one or another 

to impress a guy, but at least she’d been consistent in picking ecological issues. She knew nature was in 

danger. Surely she hadn’t raided the greenhouse only to impress Trevor? 

The door slid open, and Flora’s voice drifted out. “Mom?” 

“Yeah, love?” 

“Can Suzanne spend the night?” 

“Not a good plan tonight.” 

Flora cocked a hand on her hip and let her head loll to one side. “But we want to hang out.” 

“You can see her again next time.” 

“Mo-om,” Flora dropped her hand from her hip and slumped forward. 

“I said no!” Both hands flew to her mouth—she’d sounded just like her mother. 

Flora gaped at her then withdrew, sliding the door shut with a thump. 

“Where are your keys?” Cindy asked, sliding past Jaide toward the door. “In your purse?” 

Before she reached it, Lucas pulled the sliding glass open from the other side. “I think this party’s 

over. Let me drive you and Flora home.” 

Cindy planted a kiss on Jaide’s cheek. “Sounds like your ride is covered. Chill out about the weeds, 

okay? I’ll bring your key back tomorrow.” 

Jaide floundered for an excuse to stop her, but before she could think of one, Cindy was gone.  



 

 

 

 

 

When there’s nothing else, eat hope. 

—Mother’s Proverb 

 

“I’M SORRY YOU didn’t get to try my quiche,” Lucas said as he pulled out of the driveway behind an 

SUV. “Can I take you two out to eat instead? There’s a great tapas place over on State Street.” 

“Oh, can we, Mom? Please?” Flora begged from the back seat. 

Jaide wanted to say no, but her empty stomach and the empty curry dish on her lap seemed to talk for 

her. “That would be lovely.” 

The girls squealed from the back seat. Jaide wished she could smile. “Do you think people could be 

sick from something besides food poisoning?” 

The streetlights flashed by, strobing Lucas’s face in and out of shadow. “You feeling sick again?” 

“No. I mean what if—” the words stuck in her throat. “What if the amaranth made them sick?” 

He laughed. “You’re really dead set on the anti–GMO thing, aren’t you?” 

She turned to stare out the side window. She missed the old days when she could vent freely about 

GMOs. Talking about them now was like walking a tightrope. She had to regain her balance. 

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I know you’re bothered by the technology. Why don’t we wait to hear what the 

doctors say before jumping to any conclusions?” 

She nodded mutely. He could be right. She felt horrible wishing for food poisoning. 

“I have a confession.” Lucas signaled to turn onto State Street. 

A sense of dread broke over Jaide. She turned to look at him. “What?” 

“I used spinach in the quiche.” 

Her lungs released like a deflating balloon. “Oh.” 

He grinned sheepishly. “The amaranth we were pulling yesterday was gone by the time I got back. 

You guys did a good job cleaning up.” 

She swallowed. Should she ask him to help? With Trevor gone and Cindy dismissive, she felt as if 

she’d been set afloat without a paddle atop waves and waves of toxic amaranth. “Would you want to go 

weed pulling again next weekend?” 

“Penance for lying?” 

Her lips spread in a tremulous smile. “If you like.” 

He stopped the car and backed into a parallel parking spot. “Let me look at my schedule. Saturday or 

Sunday?” 

“Whichever works for you.” Suddenly shy, she added, “It may be only you and me.” 

He put the car in park and quirked a sideways smile in her direction. The girls piled out of the car onto 

the sidewalk, and he pulled the keys and got out without replying. Her pulse pounded in her ears. Why did 

he make her so nervous? She reached for her door handle just as he opened the door from the outside. The 

scent of fresh bread wafted from a dingy, brick-front restaurant a few doors down. 

He held out an arm to escort her. “I’ll make a point to have one day off this weekend. To pull weeds 

with you.” 

“Thank you.” She took his arm, amazed by the wash of gratitude that spilled over her. Pulling weeds 

without a partner was lonely enough when she went with the Coalition volunteers. Going completely alone 



 

 

was a hurdle she didn’t want to leap. 

Ahead, the girls entered the restaurant. Lucas held the door for her. She passed through, and her eyes 

widened. From the outside, she’d expected a mom-and-pop–type joint with plastic seats and paper 

placemats. Instead she saw mahogany woodwork, linen-draped tables, and crystal goblets. A maître d’ 

stepped from behind his desk to greet them. “Table for four?” 

She spun and whispered, “This is too expensive.” 

“My treat.” He nodded to the maître d’. “Please.” 

Jaide rubbed clammy hands against the front of her jeans, thinking of the twenty-dollar bill in her 

purse she’d been saving for groceries between now and next payday. Letting him pay didn’t feel 

comfortable, but neither did starving her daughter for the next four days. She watched Flora follow 

Suzanne to the table, shoulders back in proud imitation of her new friend. At least her daughter’s dark hair 

had been combed after an evening in the pool, but her faded, second-hand blouse and shorts made Jaide 

feel even more exposed. 

The waiter held out her chair, and she sat, gripping her purse against her lap with one hand. She took 

the menu and scanned the prices to find the least expensive items. She could get Tempura Green Beans for 

seven dollars, and Flora could have Loaded Potato Cakes for eight. She shut the menu. 

“Something to drink?” asked the waiter. 

“Just water for us,” said Jaide. 

Suzanne spoke up. “We want ginger spritzers.” 

“Make that four,” said Lucas. Before Jaide could protest, he leaned close. “Ginger’s good for stomach 

trouble.” 

As the waiter left, she peeked into the menu again to check the price. Four dollars a glass. All desire 

for food left her. 

“We should share entrees,” Lucas said. “I recommend the Brie and Fig Flatbread, and the Meze. 

Anyone have something special they want to add?” 

Suzanne bounced in her seat. “I want Kobe Beef Sliders.” 

Jaide’s mouth dropped open in horror. “Do you know what Kobe Beef is?” 

“Dad says it’s not real. Right?” Suzanne turned trusting eyes to Lucas. 

“Not real Kobe, but it is real beef,” he said. 

Suzanne turned conspiratorially toward Flora. “Wait until you taste them. They’re the best burgers 

ever.” 

Jaide leaned forward. “We don’t eat meat.” 

Flora glared at her menu, face fiery red. “Speak for yourself, Mom.” 

Jaide’s breath hitched like she’d been punched. 

“I thought you ate fish?” Suzanne asked. 

Lucas set his menu down. “Suz, many vegetarians don’t consider fish meat.” 

“But fish are animals, too,” Suzanne said. 

Jaide couldn’t stop staring at her daughter. She wanted Flora to make her own choices, but she’d 

taught her better. “We only eat wild-caught fish. They don’t suffer a life in factory farms or require 

chemicals or cause soil erosion like other animals. Right, Flora?” 

Flora kept her eyes on her menu. 

“Let’s get sliders for those who want them, and Caribbean Tacos for those who don’t.” Lucas raised 

his brows, looking around the table for agreement. 



 

 

Jaide nodded and returned to her menu without seeing it. The entire night had been one tornado after 

another, with no time for her to dust herself off between blows. Maybe the order would come and Flora 

would change her mind. She could just be trying to be cool with the older girl. 

The drinks arrived in tall, thick tumblers garnished with lime wedges and mint leaves. She took a sip. 

The burn of ginger hit the back of her throat, and she started coughing. 

“You okay?” Lucas rubbed a hand on her back. “Should’ve warned you about the ginger, I guess.” 

Her phone buzzed a text alert from her purse. Once her eyes stopped watering, she pulled it out. Cindy 

had sent, Gerald’s on oxygen! 

Jaide thumbed back, Do they know what caused it? 

The first dishes arrived—what looked like a Mediterranean plate with hummus, pita bread, falafel, and 

tzatziki, plus the brie cheese and fruit. Saliva filled her mouth, and in spite of her previous misgivings, she 

set her phone beside her plate and dug in with the others. The brie melting against her tongue tasted like 

heaven. 

Her phone buzzed again, and she read, Something I can’t pronounce. Metha something or other. 

She shot back, Are they keeping him overnight? How are the others? 

“Who’s that?” Lucas asked. 

“Cindy says Gerald’s on oxygen. Metha something or other.” 

He raised his brows. “Scary.” 

“Do you know what she’s talking about?” 

He shook his head and took another bite of hummus. 

She popped a fig into her mouth. Two more dishes arrived, and Jaide picked up her drink to take a 

small sip, needing something to focus on besides the tiny hamburger buns bulging with glistening brown 

meat. Should she reassure Flora that she didn’t have to eat any? 

Her phone buzzed again. Gerald’s the only one here. Nitrate poisoning. 

“What causes nitrate poisoning?” she asked out loud. 

Lucas was eating what looked like a corn tortilla stuffed with shredded cabbage. He took a moment to 

swallow. “That’s usually only in babies. From drinking water. Why? Is that what she’s saying?” 

Jaide was texting when her phone started chirping its robin-song ringtone. She answered, “Cindy?” 

“The doctors say someone must’ve cooked with saltpeter. Have you heard of that? It sounds like a 

nursery rhyme.” 

Relief flooded Jaide’s chest. It wasn’t the amaranth, then. She met Lucas’s eyes. “Saltpeter?” 

He let out a snort of laughter. “Someone trying to cook like their grandma. It was used as a food 

preservative.” 

“Lucas says it was used for food preservation a long time ago.” 

Cindy said, “Ohhh, still with Lucas? How’s that going?” 

Warmth spread up Jaide’s cheeks, and she twisted away from the table, hoping Lucas couldn’t see. 

“He took us to dinner.” 

“Call me tomorrow and dish.” Cindy giggled, and Jaide’s cheeks grew even hotter. 

“How dangerous is saltpeter? Is Gerald going to be okay?” Jaide asked. 

“The doctors say he’ll be fine in a few hours, once the medicine they gave him works. I bet Sam did it. 

She’s always canning and fermenting and crap like that.” Staticky voices on an intercom pierced the 

background. “I’d better go. Gerald will wonder where I am. Kisses.” 

The line went dead. Jaide returned the phone to her purse. When she turned back to the table, Flora 



 

 

had her mouth around one of the disgusting burgers. For the third time in two days, Jaide’s stomach 

threatened to expel its contents. By sheer force of will, she managed to keep it down.  



 

 

 

 

 

LOOKING IN THE bathroom mirror, Jaide twisted an elastic band around her dark hair to keep it out of 

her face. Lucas was picking her up any minute to go weed hunting, and she found herself unusually 

concerned with her appearance. Flora stood behind her in the open doorway, arms crossed. “Mom, are you 

mad at me?” 

“Why would I be mad at you?” Jaide frowned. 

“Because I eat meat.” After eating out with Lucas and Suzanne the other night, Flora had confessed to 

occasionally consuming meat at school with her friends. Jaide was still proud of herself for not blowing up. 

But perhaps she had been giving Flora a bit of a cold shoulder. 

“Love, I support your choices, no matter if they match mine or not.” Jaide tried to view this as a 

rebellious phase, one Flora would outgrow. “I wasn’t always a vegetarian, you know.” 

“I know, I know. Grandma used to force you to gag down meat when you were little.” 

Jaide grimaced, remembering sitting at the dinner table long after the rest of the family had been 

excused, eventually swallowing cold bits of animal flesh whole, just so she could get up. “Why do you 

think I’m mad at you?” 

Flora met her eyes in the mirror. “You didn’t invite me to pull weeds.” 

Belly fluttering with hope, Jaide spun to face her. “You want to come?” 

Her daughter knit her brows in disdain. “No. I’m just used to you nagging me to come help.” 

The thrill in Jaide’s breast flickered and died as Flora flounced out of sight. “We can always use more 

hands,” Jaide called. 

No answer. Too bad Lucas’s daughter had volleyball camp this weekend, or she’d have convinced 

both girls to help. Jaide’s heart ached that she couldn’t afford extracurricular activities for Flora. Then she 

reminded herself that she provided other opportunities. How many little girls could say they’d carried a 

protest sign all by themselves as soon as they could walk? Or grew their own vegetables on a four-by-four 

balcony? 

The thought reminded her that the veggie pots probably needed watering again. She could hardly keep 

up on hot days like today. She called over her shoulder, “Flora, would you water the garden for me while 

I’m gone?” 

“Sure, Mom,” Flora called back. 

Jaide sighed with contentment. Flora had a good life, in touch with nature. In spite of teenage 

hormones and the willful consumption of meat, her daughter was healthy and happy. 

A whimsical knock came from the apartment door. She smiled at herself one last time in the mirror 

and took a breath. She didn’t know if this was a date—wasn’t even sure she wanted it to be—but she’d be 

alone with Lucas all day, and that made her nervous. 

Without looking through the peephole, she opened the apartment door and stiffened. “Trevor?” 

Her missing friend screwed up his face in a chagrined smile. “Hey.” 

Her muscles turned to gelatin as she took in his clean-shaven lip and pallid face. He looked as though 

he hadn’t seen the sun in weeks. Trigger brushed past her knees to investigate the visitor. Jaide put a hand 

against the doorframe to steady herself. “Where have you been?” 

Trevor ran a hand through his hair and looked away. The slogan on his T-shirt read kiss me I’m an 

environmentalist. “Yeah, about that. There’s this girl…” 



 

 

She waited for him to say more. When he didn’t, she said, “A girl? Are you kidding? Did you know 

the FBI was looking for you?” 

“I heard.” He shoved his hands into his pockets. “Word is they’ve moved on.” 

Trigger, apparently satisfied, plodded back into the apartment and flopped into her bed with a sigh. 

Jaide wasn’t so easily mollified. “Moved on? How do you know that?” 

“Sources.” He shrugged. “You know me.” 

Somehow he did always seem to have connections. Like getting the layout for the greenhouse 

cameras. “So you’re back? You’ve been gone for months. What about your job?” 

“I don’t need it. Had plenty in savings. It’s cool.” 

Jaide blinked at him a few times. How could he be so relaxed about it? As if he hadn’t been missing 

for over half a year? She frowned. “So who’s this girl who makes you run off without a word to your 

friends?” 

“Hippie chick. Totally on board with the movement, you know?” He stared at the floor, scuffing the 

toe of one shoe against a gouge in the linoleum. “We have a lead on something big.” 

The air around Jaide seemed to thicken, pressing about her until she could feel her pulse in every nerve 

ending. “A lead.” 

Trevor looked at her from beneath his brows. “We need a place to stay. Just a night or two.” 

She leaned into the hall to look in both directions then glanced over her shoulder into the apartment to 

make sure Flora wasn’t nearby. “Are you kidding me? I thought we’d agreed to stop.” 

He shifted from foot to foot. “Can we talk inside?” 

“There’s nothing to talk about. I have a daughter to take care of. I can’t be involved anymore.” 

“Your kid won’t have a world worth living in if we don’t do something about these corporations.” 

Nausea rolled through her stomach again. “Trevor, they’re saying GMO weeds are loose.” She 

lowered her voice. “GMO amaranth.” 

His face darkened, lips growing thin and pale. He pulled his hands from his pockets and balled them 

into fists at his sides. “This proves our point—GMO can’t be contained.” 

“What if we tracked stuff out? Seeds? Pollen? What if it’s our fault?” 

“It’s not. It’s the corporation’s. Nature shouldn’t be messed with.” 

“We need to do something about the amaranth, don’t you think? Not pursue some new and dangerous 

information.” She pointed behind her to her bucket. “Lucas and I are going weed pulling today. Come with 

us.” 

“Lucas Harmon?” Trevor shuffled back a step. “How’d you hook up with him?” 

Jaide bit her lip. Maybe bringing Trevor along wasn’t a good idea, especially with the mood he was in. 

“He’s been very helpful.” 

“Sure he’s not a spy?” 

“Of course he’s not,” Jaide rolled her eyes. “He’s a good man.” 

Down the hall, the main stairway door creaked as someone opened it. Turning that direction, Trevor 

shoved his hands back into his pockets. “Lucas is here. I’ll see you at the next meeting, huh?” 

He slouched off toward the stairwell. Jaide opened her mouth to call after him but couldn’t choose 

among all the things she wanted to say. Lucas nodded at Trevor as he passed. 

Trigger bumped past Jaide’s legs, tail wagging furiously in anticipation of yet another visitor. 

Stopping at her door, Lucas reached down to scratch between the dog’s ears. “Thought Trevor was 

MIA?” 



 

 

Jaide still reeled from the visit. “He says he ran off with a girl.” 

“Know how that goes.” Lucas winked at her and held up a pair of gardening gloves. “They have a way 

of making us men do stupid things.” 

She raised a brow. “I can’t imagine a girl making you leave your job.” 

“No, but a certain girl I know does get me to pull other people’s weeds.” 

Heat flooded her cheeks, and she turned toward the apartment to hide her face. Even if Cindy and 

Trevor refused to take responsibility for the amaranth, Jaide had Lucas on her side. They might not agree 

on everything, but differences could be good, right? Opposites attract and all that. “Flora, I’m going!” 

“Bye!” Flora’s voice floated from her bedroom. 

Jaide grabbed Trigger’s leash, the bucket, and a small hand shovel, then took Lucas’s arm. She wasn’t 

alone in this battle. That Franken-weed was doomed. 

  



 

 

 

 

 

OCTOBER 

Heed a Mother’s words, for she will not be with you forever. 

—Mother’s Proverb 

 

JAIDE TIED TRIGGER up outside the food co-op under the skeletal tree and entered the store, scanning 

the checkout lines and bustling aisles. The first of the month was always the busiest, and if she could have 

avoided it, she would have. But her paycheck arrived the same time as everyone else’s, so she was stuck 

fighting the crowds. 

She skirted past a heavy man with a full shopping cart and headed toward the coolers at the back of the 

store. A mom with two toddlers in a double-wide stroller chatted loudly on a cell phone while she read the 

label on the back of a box of cookies. Jaide reached the coolers and scowled at the sparse shelves. The co-

op was usually better about keeping stocked. 

An acquaintance from the Coalition opened the cooler door next to her and added the last package of 

tofu to her handbasket. “Hey, Jaide.” 

Jaide pulled out a carton of free-range eggs. “Hi, Dee. More crowded than usual today.” 

“First wave of panic,” said Dee, shifting her full basket to her other arm. 

“Panic? For what?” 

“Didn’t you hear?” 

Jaide shook her head. “I’ve had my phone off all morning.” 

“The EPA and USDA finally got together and confirmed that a genetically modified plant’s on the 

loose.” 

Jaide’s stomach dropped out from under her. She’d stalked the weed all summer, spending every free 

weekend with one invasive weed group or another. While the other participants agreed the amaranth was 

invasive and needed to be pulled, no one thought it was any worse than the other weeds, and she couldn’t 

divulge her inside information. Now she had corroboration it wasn’t normal. Yet the only words that came 

to her mouth were “Oh, God.” 

“Exactly,” said Dee. “This weed’s poisoning livestock.” 

“Poisoning?” Jaide had tried to forget the potluck, especially since Gerald was the only one 

hospitalized. The doctors had said his severe reaction was a complication of his heart medication. Now her 

suspicions resurfaced. 

“I don’t know the details. Bunch of sick cows or something. I’m just pissed that the first line of attack 

is chemicals. The state already approved pre-emergent herbicides along roadways and in public parks. 

Undid years of Coalition work. Buy your organic food now, because next year, everything’s likely to be 

sprayed.” 

Jaide leaned against the open cooler door. Talking about the weed felt forced after all this time keeping 

her secret. Forbidden. “Those plants are unnatural.” While pulling weeds, she’d encountered amaranth 

more than forty miles away from the greenhouse. Hand pulling, even in teams, had often seemed worthless. 

“In the face of Franken-weeds, herbicides might not be so bad, don’t you think?” 

Dee gasped and then glowered at her. “Herbicide residues are the root of modern disease. Drenching 

the soil with toxins is not an acceptable solution.” 



 

 

Jaide swallowed. Maybe she’d been hanging out with Lucas too much—she was losing her values. 

“You’re right. I’ve been pulling invasive weeds all summer and feel a little defeated. You want to join us 

on Saturday?” 

“What time?” 

“Eight in the morning.” 

Dee made a face. “I’m going to a party Friday night.” 

“If that’s too early—” 

“No. I’ll be there. Just don’t expect me to smile while I help repair corporate mistakes.” 

Dee left for the checkout line, and Jaide grabbed her last few items before heading home, anxious to 

scan the news feeds. Now that the GMO invasion was confirmed, she could properly rally people to join 

her weed brigade. Amaranth Brigade. She liked the sound of that. 

As soon as she left the co-op, she turned on her phone. Pinging alerts for text messages and voicemail 

clamored for attention. Before she could begin calling people back, her robin-song ringtone chirped, and 

Lucas’s picture lit the screen. They’d been officially dating for a few months now, but between his work 

schedule and carving out time for his daughter, it sometimes felt as though they were carrying on a long-

distance relationship. “Hey, Lucas.” 

“You were right about GMO weeds. I’m eating crow.” 

“Ew, don’t even joke. Poor birds.” 

He laughed. “I’ve spread the word here at work that you’re leading a team of weed pullers. I may have 

a few signups for you.” 

“Oh, thank you! I’m renaming the movement the Amaranth Brigade. Good name, don’t you think?” 

“Very fitting. Wish I could make it Saturday.” 

“Just pull any you see while you’re out on the job.” 

“I don’t think the people I’m supposed to be saving would appreciate that. But I’ll definitely make 

note if I see any.” 

He’d told her of more than a few spots over the course of the summer, even though he couldn’t join 

her often. “Thanks, Lucas.” 

“Dinner tomorrow? It’s the only day I have free all week.” 

“I have a Coalition meeting tomorrow night, and I need to rally people against this weed. You could 

come to that.” 

“Uh, I’ll pass, thanks.” 

“Oh, come on. What do you have against the Coalition?” 

“I told you. Too emotional. Most of that group would stone me to death if I brought up support for the 

other side.” 

“Then don’t bring it up.” 

“Your friends like to talk, but they never listen.” 

“I listen to you. Even if you are wrong.” 

He laughed again. “There’s hope for you yet. You sure you won’t move in with me?” 

He’d asked her two weeks ago, but moving would require Flora changing schools, and Jaide had made 

a promise to wait until high school began next year. Plus, Jaide wasn’t quite sure she was ready to take that 

next step. “You’re a pest,” she joked. “I told you to ask me again this spring, when school’s over.” 

“A guy can hope.” His smile came through over the line. 

She reached her apartment building and started climbing the stairs. “Call me when you have a day off, 



 

 

’kay?” 

After saying goodbye, Jaide put away the groceries and surfed the Internet for news on the weed. Her 

usual websites were pinging with wild speculations; corporations had let the weed loose so they could sell 

more herbicides, the plants were hallucinogenic, the government was planning to quarantine the entire 

state. One site even claimed the plants were actually an alien life form come to take over the world. 

I caused all this, she thought, skimming article after article. Mutant weeds taking over the world 

happened in bad science fiction movies, not in real life. A knock at her door drew her attention. She padded 

to the peephole, Trigger at her heels. In the hall stood two men in dark suits. 

She pulled away as if they could spot her through the peephole. Were they here to arrest her? Of 

course they were. The weed had been confirmed GMO. They must have proof she’d released it. 

What if she simply didn’t answer the door? Her lungs couldn’t get enough air. Did they have a search 

warrant? What if they broke the door down? 

The knock sounded again. Trigger cocked her head and let out a small, questioning whine. 

Jaide thrust out a palm to quiet the dog and tiptoed back to the kitchen. Flora wasn’t due home for 

another three hours. Sitting, she dropped her head between her knees. Trigger nosed up under one arm, 

doggy breath in Jaide’s face. 

Her phone started chirping from her back pocket, and she nearly wet herself. Snatching it free, she 

fumbled with the buttons to reject the call. Oh, God, oh, God. Had they heard it? Now they’d know she was 

inside. She sat, afraid to move, and listened. They knocked once more, then the apartment fell silent. She 

waited and listened. Listened and waited. Only the usual apartment sounds reached her—music somewhere 

in the distance, the drone of the heating ducts, traffic outside the window. 

After a long while, she looked at her phone again. The little light alerted her she had another message. 

Her call log showed her mother as the last caller. Punching in her passcode, she listened to the recording. 

“Jaide, the police have been here asking questions about you. Are you in some kind of trouble? Call me as 

soon as you get this.” 

Jaide let her hands fall to her lap. It was over. The amaranth was her fault, and she had to pay the 

price. If only she had more time to make it right. She looked at her phone. An hour had passed. She rose 

and approached the door. Through the peephole, the hall was empty. Surely the FBI wouldn’t give up that 

easily? They must have gone for a warrant. 

Turning her back to lean against the door, she breathed deeply. Trigger nosed her hand, hoping they 

were going out again. She pushed the dog away. Did the authorities already have Cindy and Trevor? She 

needed to get her affairs in order and make sure Flora was protected. Striding to her daughter’s bedroom, 

she began packing. She’d drive to her mother’s and get Flora enrolled in school there. 

Once all her daughter’s things were packed, she dialed her mother. “Hi, Mother. It’s Jaide.” 

“Jaide, why are the police asking questions about you?” 

She forced the words past unwilling vocal cords. “I need you to take Flora.” 

“Are you in trouble? What’s going on?” 

“I can’t tell you.” A rushing sound filled her ears, like the pounding of a waterfall wearing away rock. 

“I just need you to take her.” 

“She doesn’t even know me.” 

Guilt swamped Jaide. How had it come to this? Giving her beloved daughter to the woman she’d 

worked so hard to avoid? “You’re all the family we’ve got.” 

Her mother made a harrumphing sound. “When you had that baby, I told you she’d ruin your life.” 



 

 

Jaide gritted her teeth. “This has nothing to do with Flora. I just want her safe.” 

Silence buzzed over the line for a few moments. “For how long?” 

Jaide closed her eyes, picturing her mother, hands on hips, exuding an energy that far surpassed her 

petite frame. “I don’t know.” 

“Do I need to come get her?” 

Jaide had planned to drive Flora herself, but if the FBI was tailing her, she wanted them as far away 

from Flora as possible. “Could you?” 

Her mother sighed, breath hissing through the earpiece. “I knew it would eventually come to me taking 

in your kid. I’ll be there in a few hours.” 

Jaide clenched her hands so tight, her nails dug into her palms. She’d sworn Flora would never be 

exposed to the kind of criticism her mother doled out. But what other choice did she have? Her sister had 

five kids of her own to raise, not that they ever talked; Alice disagreed with just about everything Jaide 

stood for. Jaide’s Coalition friends were childless by choice. And Lucas barely had time to see his own 

daughter. She couldn’t ask him to step in and care for Flora. Her only option was her mother. “Thank you, 

Mother.” 

They hung up, and Jaide nervously tidied the apartment while she waited for Flora. If she slowed 

down, she’d break down. By the time her daughter got home from school, Jaide sat at the kitchen table with 

a snack ready. 

“Mom?” Flora approached slowly. Trigger nudged her hand in a request to be petted. 

Jaide smiled, trying to remain bright. “Hi, love. I made you celery and peanut butter.” 

Flora dropped her backpack beside the chair and frowned down at the plate. “What’s going on? Why 

are there suitcases by the door?” 

“You’re going to visit your grandmother for a while.” 

Flora brightened. “We get to go on a trip?” 

“She’s coming to pick you up in a few hours.” 

“Wait, you’re not coming?” Flora’s brow puckered. “Why?” 

“Have you heard the news about the weeds?” 

Flora rolled her eyes and flopped to a seat. “The teachers wouldn’t shut up about it today. I felt like I 

was at home being lectured by you.” 

“I don’t lecture you.” 

“Whatever.” Flora picked up a celery stick and started crunching. 

Jaide folded her hands together under the table and took a breath. Now wasn’t the time to start an 

argument over her teaching methods. “I want you safe while this whole weed business sorts out.” 

“We’ll be fine, Mom. We have our patio garden. And I’ll eat junk food if I have to.” The sly look on 

Flora’s face was almost enough to make Jaide smile. 

“Grandma Chona probably has all kinds of junk food. And your cousins live nearby. You’ll have a 

good time.” 

“But you don’t even like Grandma.” 

Jaide’s gut ached as she realized the example she’d set for Flora when it came to mother–daughter 

relationships. “Your grandma and I don’t always agree, but we love each other. She’s excited to get to 

know you.” 

Flora crossed her arms and stared across the table. “What’re you not telling me?” 

The question hung in the air between them. This could be goodbye. The last time Jaide saw her 



 

 

daughter as a free woman. She held her arms open, choking back a sob. “Give me a hug.” 

Flora rose and came around the table to wrap her arms around Jaide’s neck in a waft of peanut butter 

and celery. She spoke against Jaide’s shoulder. “Mommy, you’re scaring me.” 

“I love you so much, Flora.” Jaide’s throat pinched around the words. “I hope you know that no matter 

what. Everything I do, I do for you.” 

“I know. I love you, too.” 

“I can’t talk to you about things now. You have to trust me. I wouldn’t send you away unless it’s 

important.” 

Flora’s grip loosened and her spine stiffened. “Am I switching schools?” 

“Yes.” Jaide clutched tighter as her daughter struggled to pull away. 

“But you promised! I don’t want to leave my friends.” Flora jerked free and put her hands on her hips. 

She looked so much like Jaide’s mother right now, a moment of déjà vu made Jaide dizzy. 

“There is no other choice.” 

A red flush crept up her daughter’s neck. “This isn’t fair. I’m not going.” 

Jaide sighed. She hated to scare her, but a little fear might be warranted right now. “Would you rather 

be in foster care?” 

All of Flora’s indignation melted away. She whispered, “Are you sick? Dying?” 

“No. But those are your choices.” 

Flora blinked and wiped one eye. “Will I get to come back?” 

“Of course, love.” Jaide took a deep breath and willed herself to be strong. “Think of this as a 

vacation. You have friends who take vacations to visit grandparents, right?” 

Flora nodded and knelt to once again embrace her mother. 

Jaide stroked her hair and savored the particular scent that was all Flora. “Grandma’s going to spoil 

you rotten. You’ll never want to come home.” 

She honestly hoped that was true. 

  



 

 

 

 

 

JUST AFTER SUNSET, someone pummeled the door with an impatient fist. Jaide’s heart lurched. What if 

the FBI returned before her mother arrived? She didn’t know which visitor she dreaded more. She crept 

toward the door to look through the peephole. Her mother’s dark gaze met hers as if it might bore through 

the door at any moment. 

Steeling herself, Jaide unlatched the deadbolt and opened the door. “Hi, Mother.” 

“Where’s that baby?” Her mother pushed past her and bee-lined for the living room, her Prada 

handbag swinging wildly from her forearm. 

Flora hung back near the sofa, hands wrapped around a frayed purse with the last of Jaide’s cash 

inside. Trigger hung near Flora’s side, as if sensing something wrong. 

Grandma Chona wrapped Flora in a hug. Her kitten-heel pumps barely brought the top of her head 

level with the teenager’s. “Oh, how you’ve grown.” 

Flora stared wide eyed at Jaide over her grandmother’s shoulder and then patted the petite woman’s 

back. “I’m thirteen now, Grandma.” 

“Of course you are.” She drew back, keeping her hands on Flora’s shoulders to give her a once-over. 

“Do you have everything you need? We won’t get home until past your bedtime.” 

Pressure in Jaide’s chest welled up until her face burned. She didn’t want to cry, not in front of Flora 

or her mother. She patted her leg and gathered Trigger’s leash. Trigger trotted over, tail wagging. “I’m 

sending the rest of Trigger’s food, but you’ll need to get more soon.” 

Her mother turned to face her and put her hands on her hips. “Trigger?” 

“The dog.” Jaide’s fingers grew cold around the leash. She’d neglected to mention Trigger. Growing 

up, Jaide and her sister had begged for pets, but her mother never even entertained the notion. Animals 

were dirty. How could Jaide have forgotten? 

“You know how I feel about animals in the house.” 

“Flora never goes anywhere without her.” That wasn’t exactly true, but if Jaide went to jail, Flora had 

to take the dog. Where else could Trigger go? 

“Well, it’s not coming with me.” 

Jaide rested a hand on Trigger’s head. “Please. She’s part of our family.” 

“I’ll take care of her, Grandma, I promise.” Flora smiled winsomely at her. “You won’t even know 

she’s there.” 

Jaide’s mother crossed her arms, unaffected. “I told your mom while she was growing up and I’ll tell 

you now, my home isn’t a zoo. Dander and feces and dug-up lawns. Take it to the pound if you have to.” 

Flora gasped and drew away. “That’s cruel! I’m not going without Trigger!” 

New panic reared up inside Jaide. Whatever happened, she had to get Flora to safety. “It’s okay, Flora. 

Trigger will stay with me. Get your things.” 

“No! I won’t go.” 

“Flora, we talked about this—” 

Flora stomped down the hall to her bedroom and banged the door shut. 

Turning to her mother, Jaide begged, “Mother, please reconsider.” 

“Are you going to let your daughter act like that?” Her mother’s gaze cut through Jaide like lasers. 

Jaide couldn’t find her voice. 



 

 

“If she’s going to be living with us, she’d better learn to respect her elders.” With that, her mother 

marched to the bedroom door, shoved it open, and disappeared inside. Her voice pounded through the 

apartment. “Get up and get your things, young lady.” 

Heart in her throat, Jaide skittered down the hall in time to see her mother grab the covers Flora had 

dragged over her head and fling them aside. The tiny woman leveled a finger at Flora. “I’ll carry you out of 

here if I have to.” 

Flora sat up and stared wide eyed at her grandmother. Her gaze shifted to Jaide. “Mom?” 

Jaide took a deep breath and let it out. Chona might be petite, but the woman could and would hoist 

Flora over a shoulder and carry her from the apartment if need be. And Jaide would let her to keep Flora 

safe. “Do as she says.” 

On stiff legs, Flora rose, clutching the purse with the cash. Dropping her chin, she followed her 

grandmother out of the room, but her eyes remained on Jaide as she passed. 

Jaide almost relented. Her baby girl looked so lost and forlorn. Then she pictured FBI agents dragging 

Flora to foster care while she watched, helpless in handcuffs. She couldn’t allow that to happen. Her 

mother might be tough, but she was family. 

“I’ll see you both down to the car,” Jaide said, following them into the hallway. Trigger whined as 

Jaide shut the door, leaving the dog behind. 

Downstairs, a new Impala beeped as Mother deactivated the alarm, headlights bright in the darkened 

street. Dad made excellent money selling real estate; Flora would be well taken care of, at least. While her 

mother placed the bags in the trunk, Jaide turned to Flora and opened her arms. 

Her daughter flung herself against Jaide’s chest. “I don’t want to go.” 

Jaide kissed the top of Flora’s head, eyes bleary with tears. “I know, love. Me either. But this is best. It 

really is.” 

From the shadows across the street, two men in business suits climbed out of a dark sedan, their eyes 

trained on Jaide. Her fingers hooked against Flora’s back. How could she be so stupid? Of course the FBI 

would be waiting for her. Now Flora would see exactly what Jaide had hoped to spare her. She pushed her 

daughter away. “Have a great time. I love you.” She looked at her mother. “Take her, Mother. Thank you.” 

She stepped backward toward the building, hoping to at least escape into the foyer before the men 

crossed the street. Flora grappled for Jaide’s hands, her sweet little face creased and flushed. “No, Mom. 

Please let me stay.” 

The men reached the Impala’s bumper. 

She jerked her fingers from Flora’s grip, heart breaking. “Go with your grandma. Now, Flora.” 

“Jaide Acosta?” one of the men said. 

Her pulse roared through her ears. Why was her mother just standing there? “Mother, take her!” 

“Ms. Acosta, I’m Agent Phillips with the FBI.” The man held up a badge. 

Her mother opened the car’s back door. “Get in the car, Flora.” 

Jaide’s tongue felt paralyzed. She stared at the man’s credentials without seeing them. 

“Mom?” Flora’s voice seemed to come from far away. “What’s going on?” Somewhere in the 

background, Jaide’s mother’s voice jabbed the air with familiar authoritarian fierceness. 

The second man moved to flank Jaide’s other side, blocking Flora from view. “We need you to come 

with us to answer a few questions.” 

Jaide kept her eyes on the badge and nodded. The second man put a hand around her elbow and guided 

her across the street. 



 

 

“Mom! Mom!” Flora’s cries were muffled as the agent sealed Jaide into the sedan’s back seat. 
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Prologue 

The world won’t end with a bang. 

The world won’t end with a whimper. 

In fact, the world won’t end at all. 

But it will change and if we refuse to change with it… 

It will be us that ends. 

 

Bulgaria, 1056 AD 

“The screaming has stopped, Emilian. Time to go.” Ferka gestured toward camp, where Zora 

Petulengro’s birthing screams had previously seemed unending. Emilian had never been so 

thankful before that he’d been born a boy. 

He had no desire to go back to camp, even though a few minutes ago he’d felt the 

sudden urge to run straight there, straight to…that baby. 

That baby, a little girl who was to become his. No, she was already his. She had been 

given to him, as a gift of sorts. They would be bound together as soon as he could muster up 

enough courage to make his feet move. She would become his bride when they were of age 

and would eventually bear his children. 

He closed his eyes.  

His soul mate.  

He’d scoffed at his tată and mamă when they’d spoken to him of this foretold 

prophecy. How could a seven-year-old have a soul mate? How could he have a soul mate? 

But Emilian wasn’t just any seven-year-old. He was the firstborn son of Baró Gavril 

Drágon, the leader of their Romani clan, and already had more magic inside him than his 

full-grown tată. Magic that would grow too powerful for any one man to contain without 

going mad. He would need to have an outlet, a vessel with whom to share his gifts. That was 

where this baby came in. 

“You look green, my friend, but methinks you better go before the baró comes 

looking for you himself.” 

Ferka was right. Green or not, the wrath of Baró Drágon was indeed something to be 

feared, especially if you were his son. Dragging his heels in the dirt, Emilian began to walk 

slowly back to camp. 

“Where have you been, you cowardly little fleabag?” 

He winced as his mamă grabbed him by the ear and yanked him in the other direction 

toward the Petulengros’s wagon.  

“You were supposed to be close!”  

He didn’t answer her; he knew no answer was good enough for Violca Drágon when 

she was angry. 

As his mamă dragged him across camp, much to the amusement of the entire clan, he 

could only stare longingly toward where the horses were tied. He wished he could yank free 

of his mamă’s hold, grab a horse, and be gone from here forever. 

Boldo Petulengro thrust open the small wooden door of the wagon as they reached 

the steps, his large overbearing frame dwarfing the entire structure. The look of disfavor on 

the man’s face belied any happiness he thought the man might have had for the birth of his 

new daughter. 

Cowering beneath Boldo’s simmering glare, he slipped into the wagon and 

approached his tată, but couldn’t avert his eyes from the sight of the new mother and her 

child. Lying on a pallet of rushes in the corner, Zora was holding a tiny bundle in her arms. 



 

 

The new mother looked exhausted, covered in sweat with small bruises under her eyes. A 

pile of bloodied rags lay near a bucket of equally bloodied water. 

“Come here, Emilian,” Zora said hoarsely, a strained smile on her face. “You must 

touch her, make her yours so there will never be another.” 

Ignoring the penetrating dark gaze of his tată, the anxious stare of his mamă, and 

Boldo’s disapproving glare, he instead focused only on Zora, the only person who was 

treating him with any sort of kindness. 

On shaking skinny legs he knelt down beside her, waiting with bated breath as she 

unwrapped the small bundle. A tiny head covered in black fuzz appeared. 

The babe was sound asleep. 

“Wake up, love.”  

Zora stroked her daughter’s cheek. The baby blinked sleepily a few times and opened 

her mouth in a toothless yawn. He fought the urge to smile. Just because she was adorable 

didn’t mean he had to like her. Then she opened her eyes wide and the entire group gasped. 

“Green?” Violca squawked. 

“What does that mean?” Boldo demanded of the baró. No Roma had green eyes. 

They had varying shades of brown, some almost black, others had hazel or even caramel 

colors, but not a blue or a green among them; it was simply unheard of.  

Gavril stared at the tiny girl as a smile began to spread across his face. “She is 

perfect, my friends. Do not fret, for green represents balance, harmony, and stability, 

everything that Emilian will need. She is everything we could have hoped for.”  

This answer seemed to delight the parents. Violca, however, continued to study the 

baby with narrowed eyes. 

“It is time.” Gavril lowered himself to one knee with Violca and Boldo following 

suit. Together they said the proper Romani blessing over the two children, binding them 

together in love, family, and clan. Their union had been foretold by nature and would be 

upheld by the very people who had sworn their lives to protect nature’s blessings and gifts. 

“Touch her, child,” Zora urged, smiling at him.  

Deciding to touch only the top of the babe’s head, he leaned forward. As he crept 

closer, his body responded to the nearness of her and, without thinking, he kissed her cheek 

instead, breathing in her scent. Shocked, he stumbled back and landed awkwardly on his 

backside. 

“Son?” Gavril asked. “Did it work? Did you feel something?” 

Struck dumb by the sweetest perfume he’d ever smelled, Emilian couldn’t yet speak. 

He could only stare at the most beautiful pair of sparkling green eyes he would ever see. 



 

 

Chapter One 

 

 

Catskill Mountains, New York, Present Day 

Too afraid to move, I continued watching with trepidation the daddy longlegs spider that was 

poised directly above where I lay. It was a creepy-looking little devil, with its tiny little body 

and obscenely long, spindly legs. 

Bugs, I was convinced, were placed on this earth to make my life miserable. Then 

again, there wasn’t much that didn’t make me jumpy these days. The end of the world would 

do that to a person. 

I blew out the breath I’d been holding as the spider took off running. It skittered 

across the stained brown canvas ceiling of my 1980s pop-out tent trailer and disappeared.  

“Ugh,” I told no one in particular. “I am having a bad day.” 

“The day hasn’t even started yet, woman. It isn’t possible yet for it to be bad.” 

I huffed at Becki, my trailer mate. “You don’t consider waking up to giant arachnids 

hovering over your head, waiting to eat you, a bad day?” 

I ducked the pillow that came flying from the other end of the trailer. It hit the canvas 

wall directly above me where possibly hundreds, maybe thousands, of hungry daddy 

longlegs spiders could be living. 

“You could have scared the spider back out!” 

“Trinity, it’s a spider.” 

“Do you know how vengeful spiders are?” I asked in my haughtiest voice. 

“Especially to the Greeks?” 

I couldn’t quite tell since her head was still buried in her mattress, but she mumbled 

something that sounded suspiciously like, “Here we go again.” 

“Well,” I continued. “The Greek goddess Athena…” I paused. “You know who she 

is, right?” 

“How could I not? You talk about her all the time.” 

I chose to ignore that comment. 

“Anyway, Athena and a mortal princess, named Arachne, had a competition to see 

who was the better weaver of the two. Arachne won and Athena was furious, so she 

destroyed Arachne’s tapestry and cursed the princess to live a life full of disgrace. Arachne, 

unable to bear the weight of her curse, hung herself. Then Athena took pity on her and 

brought her back to life…but as a spider!” 

“Trinity, if I had known living with you was going to be a constant lesson in Greek 

mythology, I really would have reconsidered.” 

“How would you like to be brought back to life as a spider? Wouldn’t you be angry? 

Or vengeful even?” 

Becki scowled at me as I sat up. Her long curly brown hair was hanging in front of 

her dark brown eyes, but I could see enough of them to know that if looks could kill, I would 

have been dead two or three times by now. Becki Bӑlan was most certainly not a morning 

person. 

“Good morning, sunshine.” I grinned at her. 

“I wish I could turn you into a spider,” she grumbled, cocooning herself inside her 

blankets until all I could see was the tips of her toes. 

I was about to respond with another little tidbit of Greek mythology when I smelled 

it: Christmas in the middle of July. The sticky sweetness of fresh pine trees and the thick, 

pungent odor of cinnamon flew in through the open window on the warm morning breeze. 



 

 

“Gerik’s coming,” I told her, jerking my head toward the doorway. The scent of the 

man preceded him wherever he went. 

The screen door swung wide open and a six-feet-four-inch shirtless Viking came 

bounding through the small doorway, dominating the entire trailer, bringing with him his 

unique scent. He always smelled so amazing, so intoxicating…but only to me. The one and 

only time I’d asked another person if they smelled what I did… Well, I was pretty sure 

Alana still thought I was insane. 

Gerik paused just inside the doorway and shook out his long, soaking wet hair, 

spraying water everywhere. 

“Oh. My. God.” Becki moaned. “Why is everyone against me today?” 

He turned to grin at her while stretching his long, muscular body. The magical runes 

tattooed on his chest rippled with the sinuous movements. 

Gerik Hjemsӓter looked like none of the other Gypsies in this Romani camp I’d been 

calling home for the past few months. Most of the men and women in camp were of 

Romanian origins and had darker shades of skin combined with dark, alluring features; 

others had olive complexions, also with dark hair and eyes. 

Gerik was different. He was strong and tall like most of the Roma men, his forehead 

wide, his cheekbones high and prominent, but that was where the resemblance ended. Like 

many of his Scandinavian ancestors, his hair was the color of ripe wheat and his eyes were a 

deep ocean blue that misted and swirled like a stormy sea. Gerik’s nose was proud and 

strong, unlike the majority of low-rooted muzzles here, and his jaw was strong and square, 

standing out among the many rounded chins in camp. 

Needless to say, Gerik was like nothing I’d ever seen before. 

I watched him wipe his wet face and chest with his T-shirt before slipping it on, 

easily picturing him covered in heavy animal furs and wearing a horned helmet. Before I 

knew it, I was giggling. 

Becki was watching me. She rolled her eyes. “Yes, Trinity, we all know how sexy 

Gerik is.” 

Her correct assessment of my thoughts embarrassed me, but Gerik hadn’t been 

paying her any attention. As usual, his focus was solely on me. 

“Do my braids, yeah?” He held out his ponytail holders. 

My giggles turned into full-on hysterics. Gerik always wore his hair in two long 

braids that hung down his chest, making him look even more the part of the Viking warrior. 

I patted my bed. “Come, Viking. I’ll plait yer hair before ye go off to battle.” 

Still grinning, Gerik grabbed the corner of my old red quilt and with one quick tug, 

yanked it off me. I shrieked and lunged for my covers, managing to keep the sheet over my 

legs. 

“Ugh!” Still in her pajamas, Becki jumped out of bed and shot us a disgusted look. 

“It’s a little early for the mushy stuff. I’m out.”  

The screen door slammed hard behind her as she stormed out. 

Gerik and I exchanged confused glances. Since I’d arrived in camp, Becki hadn’t 

been a gracious morning person, but she’d never been outright mean. 

I scooted closer to him when he sat down, taking the beaded ponytail holders from 

his hand. The sheet that was still covering me slipped down my legs. I followed his gaze to 

my underwear and exposed thighs. 

The air in the trailer grew hotter, heavy and thick with anticipation. I knew without 

having to look that Gerik’s eyes had turned gray. 

Gerik made me tremble with want; he could make me forget everything around me 

except for him. Even without the knowledge that Gypsies still roamed the earth and that 

magic truly did exist in our world, I would have felt the power in this man. 



 

 

He was a force of nature and muddled my brain with energy the likes of which I’d 

never felt before. He zapped my body of will and strength just by being near me. Gerik was 

the stuff gods and goddesses were made of. Only…a Viking god. Well, actually a Gypsy 

god, but tomāto, tomäto. 

His hands slid up my sheet-covered calves, the material of the sheets thin enough for 

me to still feel the rough and calloused skin on his fingers, caused by years of physical labor. 

The kind of labor you didn’t see in the world I had been accustomed to. 

I couldn’t stop the shiver that tore through me in appreciation of his masculinity. 

Gerik was strength incarnate; it showed in how he carried himself, how he spoke, 

and now in how he was deliberately, oh so slowly and very neatly, sending me down a path 

he knew I wasn’t ready to travel. 

I pushed at his chest. “Stop,” I whispered hoarsely.  

Gods, he was just too much, too intense for someone as inexperienced as me. 

His voice was a deep rumble in his chest when he asked, “Is that what you really 

want?” 

I was breathing heavily, our lips nearly touching, his hands now gripping my sheet-

covered knees. It was a sliver of sanity he had allowed me to keep; one I was thankful for. If 

Gerik touched me, skin on skin, I would be los—” 

“Gerik!” I gasped as he gripped my naked thighs. Roughly pulling me underneath 

him, he was suddenly situated over top of me. 

Heat flooded me as his hand slid under my T-shirt to wrap around my waist. 

Everywhere he wasn’t touching began to quiver with need. 

Gerik and I had this crazy chemical reaction to each other, something I’m sure 

scientists would have loved to have gotten their hands on and studied until there was nothing 

left of us but blood and guts, if that. 

We were like the line in that ridiculous song, “Just one look, that’s all it took.” 

Except in my case it was, “Just one touch, and Trinity turned to mush.” 

“Tell me to stop, Trinity. Tell me to stop right now…and I will.”  

He ran his lips across my cheek, then down my neck where he sucked softly, and my 

body involuntarily clenched. Gods, he was such a liar. 

My skin tingled, my limbs trembled, and my body’s sensitivity heightened to 

unbearable levels as the fever of his touch raced through me. I couldn’t tell him to stop 

because I couldn’t speak. I was so desperate for him, so focused on the completion of our 

joining and how magnificent it would be. 

Gerik wasn’t playing fair at all; once he touched me, he knew I was lost to a world of 

sensation, where only feelings ruled. Awareness of the outside world was sucked away to a 

teeny, tiny part in the back of my brain that I could barely reach. 

Stop! Stop! I thought over and over again. This wasn’t right; this wasn’t the way I 

had imagined losing my virginity. Not in a haze of magic and desperation.  

As if he’d heard my silent plea, he released me. I scooted back until my butt hit the 

canvas. 

“Trinity…” His voice was so ragged, so full of hunger, full of everything a girl 

would want to hear from a man. “I didn’t mean…” 

“Save it,” I snapped, trying to shake the haze of lust that, to my embarrassment, so 

easily consumed me in his presence. He stared at me for a moment, then in a quick singular 

movement reminding me of an acrobat, jumped off my bed. 

“You touched me,” I accused, trying to right my clothing. “Skin on skin. We made a 

deal, Gerik. We would only do that if we prepared each other. Which,” I gave him a 

deliberate look, “you definitely did not.” 



 

 

He didn’t even have the decency to look apologetic. He stood there in all his Viking 

glory, looking as proud and as indifferent as ever. If it weren’t for his refusal to meet my 

eyes, I wouldn’t have known he was feeling anything at all. 

“It wasn’t a conscious thing, yeah? I got…caught up. Don’t freak out.” He ran his 

hand through his wet hair and headed for the door. 

“Gerik?” I called. “Do you think that maybe someone could fix us?” I braced myself 

for his anger. It always surfaced when I brought this up. 

He took a deep breath before answering. “There’s nothing wrong with us.” 

“But…it’s magic. It has to be.” 

“Trinity,” he said, turning to face me. “I don’t know how many times I have to tell 

you that no one cast a spell on us. There are no witches casting love spells like in your Greek 

stories. And before you even suggest it again, there are no fairies either. The magic the 

Romani possess is ancient and was gifted to our people by nature. It isn’t something that is 

thrown around for silly little things like love or lust spells, but that’s all I can tell you about 

it, my little Gaje princess. You know the rules.” 

Yes, I knew them. Being a Gaje, a non-Gypsy, I wasn’t privy to the Roma secrets, 

the origins of their magic or their true history, unless I was allowed to marry into the clan, 

something that could only happen if I cut my ties with the Gaje world completely and a 

council of elders deemed me worthy. Then a ceremony that consisted of purging my Gaje 

blood would be performed, all before the marriage could even occur. 

According to their laws, it was forbidden for me to even live here. But an apocalypse 

changed everything. 

I crossed my arms over my chest. “Stupid rules.” 

He shrugged. “They have protected my people for centuries.” 

“Fine, whatever. You go on protecting your Viking sex hoodoo and keep me in the 

dark.” 

“I’m not purposely keeping you in the…” He paused and his eyebrows rose. “Did 

you say Viking sex hoodoo?” 

I narrowed my eyes and snarled. “Don’t make fun of me!” 

“So, what you’re saying is, no one is actually attracted to me, hmm?” He grinned. 

“They only want me for my longship and my battle-ax skills, yeah?” 

I couldn’t look at him when he started flirting with me; it was nearly as bad as his 

touching me. I cleared my throat, embarrassed. “You are such a guy.” 

“You want me too, Trinity,” he said softly. “And don’t pretend it’s magic.” 

I couldn’t share the sentiment. “Shoo.” I waved him away. “I need to get dressed.” 
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About the Book 
 

 

Leisel and Evelyn lost everything. Husbands. Families. Friends. Lives that made sense. All 

they had left was each other, and a friendship that could withstand anything… 

Even an apocalypse. 

Until one fateful night, the marginal safety they’d come to rely on comes to a vicious and 

brutal end. With the help of Alex and Jami, both unlikely allies, Leisel and Evelyn are able to 

escape their shattered sanctuary only to find themselves face-to-face with a much altered, 

much crueler life where they have to find the way—and the will—to stay alive in a world 

they no longer recognize. 

Traveling across a broken and infection-ridden country, the road-weary group is pitted 

against endless violence, improbable circumstances, and the ultimate loss. 

Everything comes at a price, especially safety, the cost of which could very well strip them of 

the one thing they’ve tried so hard to cling to—their humanity. 

Yet along with all the trials they’re forced to endure, there’s also hope in the form of love. 

Having loved Leisel from afar, Alex attempts to put the pieces of her fractured heart back 

together. 

But in such a savage world, is there room for love? 

In a place of nightmares-made-reality, where the living should be feared far more than the 

dead, an unbreakable friendship and a love against all odds can mean the difference between 

life and death. 

There are friends… 

and then there are Leisel and Evelyn. 

  



 

 

Dedication 
 

To always having someone to rely on, a person in your corner to fight for you no matter the 

reason, no matter the cost. 

To having more than a friend, more than a sister, but a soul mate. 

To the hope they give us, the strength they provide us, and the unconditional love they 

empower us with. 

To best friends. 

  



 

 

Prologue 
 

 

The zombie apocalypse didn’t happen like it does in the movies. 

Disaster didn’t strike when we weren’t looking. No, we were all looking. We were 

all waiting. It was a slow trickle that began with a nightly news broadcast. Yet another 

disease, another epidemic, was sweeping through the third world with crippling effects, 

decimating entire villages within mere days. The Vaal Fever they’d called it, and it took no 

mercy on its victims. Men, women, and children alike were ravaged by the disease, and most 

perished as a result. 

Only, they didn’t stay dead. 

They awoke and attacked the survivors, spreading the virus through both their saliva 

and blood. And what could we do? Like all the other pandemics we’d lived through, we 

could do nothing but hope that the Centers for Disease Control could put a stop to it, or that 

the armed forces would protect us and ensure it wouldn’t spread. So we hoped and we 

waited, trying not to worry. 

We went about our daily lives. Like usual, we woke up every morning, we went to 

work and to school, we continued talking, laughing, living. But in the back of our minds, we 

were waiting. Seven billion people were all waiting. 

That slow trickle grew, becoming a flood as more reports streamed in from all over 

the world. As a nation, we stayed glued to our radios, to our televisions, to the Internet, 

watching helplessly as the pandemic continued to spread. After that, governments worldwide 

took aggressive action to stop the disease from entering their countries. Airports shut down, 

shipping companies refused to sail, importing and exporting were no more. 

Then the floodgates broke, and we learned the truth. 

There was no treatment. There was no cure. 

Africa was the first to succumb, then China, and Russia quickly followed. Suddenly 

our usually busy, bustling lives came to a standstill. Supermarkets and drug stores began 

limiting bulk purchases, generators were suddenly in great demand, and people had begun 

wearing face masks. Others stopped going to work altogether, refusing to leave their homes 

in order to avoid any sort of contact with other people. 

When we got word that the disease had found its way to Europe and South America, 

panic—birthed from fear and helplessness—turned to violence. The American army wasn’t 

big enough, wasn’t quick enough, wasn’t prepared enough for the sheer magnitude of the 

public outcry. Because of their lack of planning, a civil war broke out between the army and 

the citizens they were meant to protect. 

As a result, entire cities went down in flames before the disease had even reached 

American soil. But when it did, when the first American fell to his knees, the government 

was ill prepared for the fallout and the sickness spread like wildfire. Indiscriminate, it took 

the weak, the strong, the young, and the old. 

Before long, news reports and radio broadcasts were no more. The airwaves were 

filled with nothing but static. Our neighborhoods, our cities and states, the entire country, the 

whole world—all went silent. 

When the world awoke again, it awoke with a rattling groan that promised only 

misery and loss. 

And eventually death. 

  



 

 

Chapter One 

Leisel 

 

 

There was blood everywhere—on the bed, on the walls, on the floor. Some had even 

managed to find its way to the ceiling. 

I looked down at my red-stained hands, at my naked body. It was all over me, 

coating the pale freckled skin on my arms, torso, legs, and feet. It was everywhere. 

I hadn’t seen so much blood in one place in…well, not in the past four years since 

I’d been living in this sanctuary from the outside world. 

A small, manic laugh escaped my dry and scratchy throat, bubbling past my lips. A 

sanctuary? Well, it might be for most, but that wasn’t the case for everyone, and least of all 

for me. 

This place, Fredericksville, a once small and quiet town, and my current home, was 

one of the last known functioning towns left in the country. And for all intents and purposes, 

it was a safe place to live. Families survived within, protected by fortified walls and guarded 

by armed men who kept us safe from the numerous threats from outside. We had a leader, 

one man, and a council of sorts composed of a small group of men who created our laws. 

Together they devised a system of checks and balances to keep the peace. 

Everyone had a job to do, determined by whatever skills one possessed in the old 

world. Women who could sew were still sewing, and teachers like myself were still 

teaching. Men who could build were still building, chefs were still cooking, farmers were 

still farming, police were still policing, soldiers were still fighting, officials were still 

officiating. 

And our leader… 

I looked up, away from my bloodied skin and across the dimly lit room to where an 

equally naked and bloodied body lay still on the bed. My husband, Lawrence Whitney, the 

leader of our community…was now dead and no longer leading. 

Another laugh bubbled up and my eyes began to water. I’d killed my husband, a man 

who wasn’t just a man but was the man in charge, the most powerful man in my world. And 

no matter how broken this world might be, murder was still a crime, at least behind these 

walls, and subsequently punishable by death. 

There would be no trial, no defense attorney to help me present my tale of woe to a 

jury of my peers, to showcase the bruises, new and old, that covered my body. No one would 

help me explain the real reason why my visits to the infirmary were more frequent than 

most, why I often had one arm in a sling, why sunglasses always hid my eyes, and why I 

could occasionally be seen hobbling on a pair of crutches. 

When it came to committing murder in this new world, the only thing one had to 

look forward to was death. Without the resources or space to house a long-term prison, the 

people of Fredericksville had little choice but to quickly and efficiently end the lives of their 

violent offenders. 

I’d known this, and still I’d allowed my emotions to get the better of me. Allowed 

my pain to cloud my judgment. Allowed my fear to take control, to rear its ugly head and 

end the source of my misery, my prison, once and for all. 

Oh God, why? Why had I done this, and here in our home of all places? There was 

no escape, no running and hiding from this mess I’d made. Not within the confines of a 

walled town, surrounded by armed men. The very same men who would be at our door at the 



 

 

first sign of morning light, ready to escort my husband on his daily duties, only to find him 

brutally murdered. And me, the bloodstained and obvious culprit. 

If they didn’t kill me outright, I would be taken into custody immediately, not 

allowed to see or speak to anyone. Within an hour of my apprehension, my crime would be 

known to all. Word traveled fast in such a small community, especially one with little in the 

way of modern entertainment. There was no television to be watched, no cell phones to keep 

us busy, and what little electricity that was harnessed from the nearby river was used solely 

for communication purposes within Fredericksville, lighting the community buildings, and 

providing a small amount of refrigeration in the cookhouse. Face-to-face gossip was our 

only source of entertainment, because it was all we had left. 

I had a day left, maybe two, until everyone would be gathered on the main drag, 

where justice would be swiftly meted out. A public execution, a single bullet to my head, 

would provide a warning to all who might at some point be inclined to take the law into their 

own hands as I had so stupidly done. 

The infection had efficiently ended society as we’d known it. In the midst of the 

destruction, a new world had arisen with a survival-of-the-fittest, better-him-than-me 

philosophy, the sort of archaic thinking that asserted that men and women were not equals. 

As for justice, it too was a thing of the past. We simply survived. 

I sank to the cold tile floor, dropping to my knees with my arms outstretched in 

supplication. But who my pleading was for, I didn’t know. Did we fall to our knees when we 

knew we had nothing left, nowhere else to go but down? Was I subconsciously asking God 

for mercy, for forgiveness, or for a savior? 

My thoughts were scrambled, the fear at the forefront of my mind muddling 

everything else. 

“Why?” I whispered to the floor. “Why…” 

Confused, I was unable to finish my question, not knowing what my question was. 

Or maybe I did know, maybe I knew exactly what my question was. Maybe I wasn’t asking 

why this particular and most recent tragedy had happened, but why it had all happened. 

All of it. Why any of this had happened. 

But there were no answers to be found. There never were. 

Only emptiness. And consequences. 

I wished with all my heart that I could have been stronger. Able to endure this new 

world, this new reality, with equanimity and grace. 

As I stared off into nothing, I thought of Evelyn, my beautiful and courageous friend. 

Evelyn had endured as much as I had, been forced from her quiet, happy life as I had, had 

also lost the man she loved, and alongside me had been thrust into this cruel and cold world. 

Like me, she had been forced to marry a man she hadn’t loved, forced to live a life she 

hadn’t wanted. She had been forced to become a woman she wasn’t. Had never known how 

to be. 

But unlike me, she hadn’t crumpled. She’d become an even stronger version of 

herself. Evelyn was capable of taking on whatever misery life decided to throw her way, 

embracing it even, utilizing it, molding it to her liking, and forever persevering. 

I had done the opposite. Grief had consumed me, caused me to turn in on myself 

instead of facing my demons head-on. They’d piled up inside and eaten away at me, 

rendered me useless, unable to function properly, and created a whole new set of hardships. 

My demons were always growing, welling up within me, until they were too many—

too many to name or count, let alone deal with. 

And so I’d snapped, unable to take another second of it. Of this life. Of his fist 

colliding with my face, of his body crudely taking what I wasn’t offering, of his harsh words 

often followed by laughter and scorn. I’d snapped. 



 

 

And there my consequences lay. Bloody. Mangled. Dead on our marriage bed. But 

even dead and finally silent, I could still hear his laughter. It echoed loudly throughout this 

old building, bouncing off the walls, coming at me from every direction. 

You’re worthless, Leisel. You’re nothing. No one. Do you hear me? You’re nothing, 

Leisel, nothing! You’re a hole to fuck, a pretty face and an empty head. A stupid, good-for-

nothing… 

And his hand would crack across my face, causing me to stumble, to cry out in pain 

and fall at his feet. He would laugh again and again. Call me more names. Blame me for my 

inability to produce a child. And then more tears would fall. 

From those tears of pain and humiliation came the worst consequence of all. My 

pain, my anguish, and my agony made him feel his most powerful, victorious, and like all 

men who succumbed to bloodlust, I was his prize to be taken. 

Only tonight, there had been too many tears. Too much pain. And while he’d 

continued to ravage me, hurting me, suddenly I’d gone numb to it all. Numb and 

then…angry. 

And as he slept, I’d paced. I’d mumbled, crying, cradling the sore places on my 

body. I’d paced until the anger had taken over, too many thoughts inside of me, too many 

voices shouting at me, too much pain radiating from my skin and from my broken heart, too 

many unanswered questions spiraling around and around, and then all of a sudden I could no 

longer bear it, bear another second of hearing him snore so peacefully, without a care in the 

world, after my world had been destroyed and he’d forced me into his world, his world of 

misery, of my misery, and suddenly the knife he kept in his boot was glaring at me from 

across the room, a shiny beacon in the fog that I’d become, and the beacon was beckoning 

me, screaming at me until it was all I could hear, all I could see, and so I took that knife 

from its sheath and I held it above my husband’s body and as tears poured down my face, 

angry and full of determination, regardless of the consequences, I brought that knife down 

and drove it into his heart. 

Again. And again. And again. 

As I continued recalling the events that had concluded mere moments ago, a strange 

sort of calm began to spread across my goose-pebbled skin, soothing the burning nausea and 

relieving the crippling fear that held me hostage. 

With a silent breath, I stood up and again surveyed the scene of my crime. Only this 

time, I wasn’t looking at my consequence. Instead I was seeing something altogether 

different, something utterly surprising. 

Surprising because…after all, I’d wanted out of this world, hadn’t I? 

I’d wanted to be free from this fear, from the pain, not just from that of my husband 

but from the world we now lived in. I wasn’t built for it, wasn’t built to survive in times of 

strife. 

I was weak; I always had been. Only because of Evelyn had I made it this far. Only 

because of her had I not ended myself long ago. 

And now I was free. I was finally blessedly free of this man. 

“You were a terrible man,” I whispered fiercely. “Not a man at all.” 

I’d known a good man, a true man. I’d loved him with all of me, and in return he’d 

loved me with all of him. Ours had been a partnership, a friendship, and a love affair all 

rolled into one. What I had lacked, he’d had in spades, and what he’d lacked, I’d made it my 

mission to make up for. And never once had he touched me out of anger or perversion. 

That had been a marriage, and this…this had been a fallacy. A single-sided, self-

serving game. This had been torture masqueraded as a duty to the continuation of the human 

race. 



 

 

Killing him, that hadn’t been a mistake. It hadn’t been born of fear, but of anger. 

Killing him had been a necessity, a necessary evil. For the first time in my life, even if it 

meant the end of it, I’d finally done something brave. I’d finally saved myself. 

With my bearings back, a steely resolve firmly in place, I turned away from what 

was left of the man I’d hated, from the life I’d detested. As I walked slowly toward my 

dresser with the intention of dressing, Evelyn’s face once again invaded my thoughts. 

Knowing I would be leaving her alone, a sliver of guilt wormed its way into my newfound 

resolution. She was not without friends, but they were all the same, fair-weather and self-

serving, survival their only concern. For so long all Evelyn and I had had was each other; we 

trusted each other, depended on each other, reminded each other of a life now long gone. 

Shaking my head, I shoved those feelings away. It was too late to do anything about 

it now. The damage was done, and Evelyn…she would survive this too. 

Fully clothed now in tattered jeans and a threadbare thermal top, I turned toward my 

mirror and let out a shaky breath. I didn’t recognize this woman, the blood-spattered, 

bruised, and beaten-down woman. The same long dark hair fell past my shoulders, the same 

wide brown eyes stared back at me, the same pale, freckled skin shone white under the 

moonlight, yet I didn’t know her. I didn’t even want to know her. 

Turning away from my reflection, I surveyed the room once again as my nails dug 

bloody half moons into my palms. Then I took another deep breath. 

“Help!” I screamed at the top of my lungs. “Help me!” 

A muffled shout sounded, followed by banging on the door and then a loud crash. 

They’d come now. They’d see what I’d done and they’d take me away. Deliver me to 

my last stop on this long and twisted road. 
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One. 
 

 

Fear. 

Fear can make people do crazy things. Maybe that’s what makes me step forward and 

say something? Maybe. On the other hand, maybe it’s the injustice of it all. She doesn’t deserve 

this treatment. Their treatment. None of us do, but like I said before, fear can make people do 

crazy things.  

 

A once upstanding member of the community will quite willingly bash your brains in; I 

know this to be true. I have lived it, have seen it, and have breathed it for the past...two years? 

Three years? God, can it really have been three years already? No, surely not. The years go by 

so slowly, yet so quickly all at the same time, and I’ve lost track now. Constantly feeling the icy 

grip of death upon her neck will do that to a girl. I have had enough now though. Enough of 

death, enough of being bullied and ordered around, and enough of the torment. I thought the 

deaders were what you had to fear the most. I was wrong. 

 

My stomach rolls in fear and panic, bringing me back to the present. She can’t be more 

than thirteen, with a tall, lithe body, short strawberry blonde hair, and cute-as-a-button features.  

“Stop.”  

I look around, unsure of who has just spoken. Upon realizing that it was me, I clamp a 

hand firmly across my mouth in an attempt to seal in the rest of the sentence. If I could kick my 

own ass, I would. 

Lee turns to look at me, his eyebrows furrowing at my interruption. I look around and 

realize that the gathering crowd has stopped their gawping at the young girl. Now they all stand 

and stare at the crazy woman who has opened up her big mouth.  

Stupid, stupid me. 

His grip tightens on her shoulder, his top lip rising in a crude snarl. He isn’t the man he 

used to be; that much is clear. None of us are the same anymore, though Lee seems like more of 

a dick than most. 

Lee turns back to the young girl, seemingly dismissing my request for him to stop. 

“You have been found stealing more than your allocated ration. You are therefore 

sentenced to life outside of our protective walls. Our community will no longer support your 

kind.” 

Your kind? What the hell does that even mean? 

Her eyes stray to me, a pleading look set in them.  

“You are now banished.” His words cut her like an axe through wood, and she collapses 

to the floor with a howl of fright.  

This can’t be right. She’s just a child.  

Two men step forward and grab her by the arms, pulling her up to stand. 

“You will leave immediately.” His words ring in my ears with finality. “You cannot 

collect your things. You cannot say your goodbyes. You cannot and will not escape your 

punishment.” 



 

 

“You can’t do that.” My voice is quiet, my words almost whispered for the fear of what I 

know will happen if I speak up, but I have to. I can’t let this young girl die. Someone has to 

stand up for her—someone has to stand up to them. I’ve seen this ending for others far too many 

times now, and I don’t think I can take any more. 

Shit, but why does it have to be me? 

Lee looks across at me again. “Pardon?” he asks politely. Too politely for my liking. It 

makes my hollow stomach do a little back flip.  

“You can’t do that… She’s, she’s just a child.” I step forward. Hardly even a step—

more of a shuffle, really. “This is wrong.”  

Of all the people that I have witnessed be banished, in all the years that I have been here, 

why does her fate affect me so? There is nothing particularly outstanding about her; she doesn’t 

remind me of anyone I used to know. A younger, less broken me, perhaps? Nope. Just some 

skinny kid with pretty eyes. So why her and why now? 

“We cannot continue to support her kind any longer.” He walks toward me. “For 

humanity to survive, we must stand as one. By stealing, you are singling yourself out. I am 

thinking of us all. Her kind will kill us all if the…others don’t first.”  

My heart skips a beat at his last words. The others. Yeah, they’ll kill us if they get a 

chance, but still… 

“I don’t see you starving to death.” My eyes narrow at him. In fact, even the pigs are 

better fed than us. I run a hand across my ribs. 

His eyes widen at my obtuseness, and I’m surprised that he doesn’t give me a nice 

backhanded slap to go with his fish-bowl look. The crowd gasps at my boldness, and I glance at 

them with a roll of my eyes. 

“And what do you mean her kind? She’s one of us, not a deader,” I continue bitterly. 

“Thieves,” he spits back. 

I look at the stale half loaf of bread, now covered in dust and dirt on the ground. My 

stomach rumbles all the same. I’m always hungry these days. We all are.  

How did we even get to a place where people are hungry and begging for scraps from 

the rulers of this pitiful town, and yet bread is allowed to go stale? I can’t fathom this madness.  

Her life for some bread.  

“She’s not a thief; she’s a child.” My voice cracks on the last word and I clear my throat 

and say it again. “A child, Lee.” 

He lowers his head, appearing to consider my words. The crowd has grown restless. I 

look at them. Some I consider acquaintances; not friends—no, I can’t and won’t have friends 

anymore. It’s much too dangerous to have friends in this world. Friends get you killed, or they 

die. Neither scenario sits well with me. Either way I wouldn’t ever want any of these cowards 

for my friends. They’d sooner sell me for food than stand by my side. 

The crowd mumbles and shuffles, whispering to each other. Scared, that’s how they all 

look—scared and pitiful, and here I am hating on them. I don’t think these things because I’m 

being cruel though; these are just the basic facts. All the people watching the scene play out are 

much too thin, their skin is dirty, and their clothes are threadbare. Each one of us is frightened, 

but that’s life these days. The more fear you hold, the more control people like Lee have over 

you. 

 Their eyes won’t meet mine, and I can’t make out what they say. Do they agree with 

me? Surely they must know that this is wrong—sending yet another civilian to die. Or are they 

as bloodthirsty as he is? Because he must be bloodthirsty to do this.  



 

 

Blood and death. 

That’s what it means to be sent over the wall and away from our town. Blood and death. 

Our wall is fifty feet high, give or take, and made of steel, stone, and whatever else was 

available when it was first built. Our wall is the toughest yet and is all but impenetrable—so I’m 

told, though I have never seen the other towns, or their walls. I was here at the beginning, and 

haven’t left since, the walls strengthening, fortifying, and locking us all inside. All but those in 

charge.  

Keep the dead out and the living in—kind of like prison, but reversed, and with dead 

people. So maybe not, actually. I almost shrug at my own thoughts. Over the years, the walls 

have been compacted further still with a cement-like substance to fill any holes, and to thicken 

their outer shells.  

Yet, for walls that are supposedly here to protect us from the outside world, I have seen 

more horrors within them than I would care to recollect.  

“It’s Nina, isn’t it?” Lee finally looks back up at me and I break my reverie and lock 

eyes with him. He is a cold-hearted bastard. 

“Yes.” My hands ball into fists in my pockets to stop myself from shaking, and if I’m 

totally honest, to stop myself from bitch-slapping him right across his creepy old face. 

“I don’t like this any more than you do, but you have to understand that without the 

bread, the pigs do not have enough food to live. Without the pigs, we do not have enough food 

to live. We breed them to feed us, and to use as bait for when we send out our scavengers 

beyond the walls. Without the pigs we would be in a much worse scenario than what we’re in 

currently, and we would most likely starve. Therefore she is condemning us all to death.” He 

looks to the crowd. “All of us.” His arms open wide and gesturing, almost god-like. “As if there 

isn’t enough to fear in this new world.” 

The crowd nods and agrees. Fear. Fear is the biggest weapon now. Oh, and the army of 

dead, of course. Yeah, they’re pretty badass too. 

“No, no, that’s not what I was doing. I was just hungry… I thought it was going to be 

thrown away. I thought…” The young girl cries louder. “I just didn’t think,” she wails with 

wide, frightened eyes. She seems suddenly much younger than her teenage years, like a babe in 

arms, as she cries and begs for forgiveness. 

Lee turns to her with a sympathetic frown. “My dear, that is the problem: you didn’t 

think. If everybody acted that way, we would all perish. You are a thief; you have admitted so 

yourself, and with that in mind I will not alter our strict laws on this matter.” He turns to the 

crowd. “Let this be a lesson to anyone who thinks that they can steal from me.” His eyes shift 

before he corrects himself. “From us.” 

Asshole. 

The two men holding her begin to drag her away with Lee following behind. I, it seems, 

am being ignored. I should be glad that I haven’t received some sort of punishment for my 

outburst, really, but instead my palms are sweaty because I know that I can’t just leave it.  

Damn my morals. Where did they come from? And how can I send them back? 

I think I get it now, why I want to save this girl: I want to escape with her. I can’t keep 

praying for someone to help me if I’m not willing to help myself. I hate it here, yet I’ve done 

nothing to protect myself since I was shown where I stood on this food chain of life.  

I hop from foot to foot, my nerves set on edge. I know what I must do, but I know that 

upon doing it I will condemn myself too. I look around once more at the so-called life that I 

have been living—dirty, lonely, and trodden down so that we behave as we’re told. This is no 



 

 

more civilized than the outside world. Well, I don’t think so anyway. Since no one lives out 

there anymore. 

“You can’t do this. She’ll die,” I shout out. My eyes follow the men that continue to 

drag her since she will not walk, refusing in any way to help them send her to her doom. I don’t 

blame her; I’d do the same. I run after them, ignoring the voices behind me telling me to stop, to 

hush, to just walk away. The crowd, it seems, knows that I am right, but is unwilling to stand 

with me.  

Cowards. 

I grip Lee’s shoulder. “Stop, don’t do this. She didn’t realize what she was doing; she’s 

just a child, for Christ’s sake.”  

He swings around and slaps me hard across my cheek, catching me off guard. The sound 

ricochets around the small square, and I stumble back a couple of steps with a sharp yelp. My 

hand grips my cheek as hot tears burn my eyes, but I refuse to cry. Not for this man, not 

anymore. He glares at me and continues to walk away. I know I’m pushing his patience—a slap 

will be the least of my worries if I don’t shut the hell up—but I don’t care. What kind of world 

is it where we send our children to die for stealing rotten food? 

The guards are shoving her up toward the steps leading to the battlement-style walkway 

at the top of the wall. The rope ladders are being thrown over the top to the other side, ready for 

her to climb down.  

I grip him hard by the shoulder again. 

“Please…” 

He spins to look at me. “Do you think that I enjoy doing this? Do you? Because I don’t, 

but people must know not to cross the line.” Spittle gathers at the side of his mouth. “They have 

to know how to behave now, or none of us will survive. They have to know who is in charge…”  

“In charge of them? That’s what you mean, isn’t it? We know that already, Lee; you 

don’t need to kill some innocent girl to prove it to us.” 

“She is hardly innocent, Nina. She stole, and now she must pay for that selfish act.” He 

glares. 

I snort. “Please. Teenagers are selfish; it’s in their DNA. Just because the world has 

changed, it doesn’t mean that human nature has.” I flinch when his hand twitches again, bracing 

myself for another slap or something harder. 

He smiles. “You people are all under my watch, and I have been put in this position to 

protect you all. And if that means sending one girl over the wall into the hellhole beyond, then 

so be it. That is what I will do to keep it this way.” 

Now we’re getting to the heart of his annoyance. He wants everyone to know that he’s 

the big boss around here, as if we didn’t know it already. 

“But she’ll die.” My voice cracks once again.  

“Then she should have thought about that before she stole—” 

“From the pigs,” I interrupt. “She stole some moldy old bread from the pigs. You make 

it sound worse than it is. Punish her, but for God’s sake don’t kill her!” 

I look at the young girl. Her eyes are pleading with me to save her, but I don’t know 

what more I can say to help. 

“Please, Lee,” I whisper. “I’ll do anything.” If I thought it would make a difference, I’d 

offer myself—my body—to him to try and change his mind, but I have a feeling that he 

wouldn’t want me anyway. I don’t have much to offer him, or anyone. My dark hair is limp and 



 

 

dirty from the lack of shampoo. My clothes haven’t fared well either: my jeans are covered in 

holes and are full of stains. However, I think I’m still pretty, despite my dirty face.  

Lee is middle-aged, but his skin is weathered and leathery, making him look a lot older 

than his years. His eyes are sunken from lack of proper nutrition and his hair is gray and 

thinning.  

The young girls screams, and pulls me from my thoughts. The guards are behind her 

now, forcing her to climb. She’s sobbing and begging again, and tears spring to my eyes. My 

own fear and anger are bubbling to the surface. Fear for her and for me… 

“Fine.” I swallow down the mammoth-sized lump in my throat. “I’ll go with her then.”  

Did I really just say that? I can’t go with her… 

Lee stops and turns to me once more, confusion furrowing between his brows. “Do you 

know what you are saying?” 

I wonder what he used to do, who he used to be in his previous life. Life without the 

others, without the walls, without the fear of…everything. It seems like a lifetime ago now. I 

bet he was a lawyer; everyone hates lawyers, and he seems the type of person people would 

hate. I know I do. 

I look at her again. She’s crying for her mom, but her mom can’t hear her cries now. Her 

mom is zombie chow, or a zombie; shit, who knows? My blood thumps in my ears, and I know 

I am more than likely killing myself by doing this. I have no training and no skills. I’m just a 

chick with an attitude problem and a penchant for being in the wrong place at the wrong time, as 

is shown by my current situation. I have nothing to offer her in the way of safety; shit, I’ll 

probably get us killed quicker; but then they say there’s safety in numbers, right? 

“Yes. I understand.” I nod and take a deep breath.  

Um, actually no. I’m obviously an idiot who has lost her mind. Please stop me before I 

kill us both. 

Pushing past him, I walk toward the steps. The men stop pushing the girl up, and try to 

grab me and pull me away, obviously thinking that I’m attempting to thwart their murder of her. 

Because that’s what it is: murder.  

When others were forced to leave, I felt nothing. No remorse, no guilt. I certainly didn’t 

feel like it was up to me to try and save the day, but that was different. They were different. 

They were bad: murderers, rapists, real thieves—not a starving child who was desperate. That’s 

what we were told, anyway. 

I look back at everyone standing and watching. Not a single other person willing to help. 

Mothers with their own children in their arms, and men looking ashamedly to their feet. I look 

away in disgust. Yes, I’ve definitely had enough of this place, and these people. I’m willing to 

take my chances out there. I hold my chin up high. 

“Get off me, you idiots. I’m not stopping you…” I shrug them off angrily and look up to 

her. She’s four steps up with tears streaming down her pretty, pale face. I know that I am doing 

the right thing…probably not the brightest idea I’ve ever had, but then I’ve always been told 

I’m reckless. 

Perhaps this has nothing to do with her. Perhaps she’s just an excuse to leave. I hate this 

place; I have hated it since I came here. I’m not some dumb blonde running back into the house 

of horrors, unaware of the murderer upstairs. No, I know exactly what I’m getting myself into, 

and I couldn’t be happier about it. 

“I’m going with her.” I push past them and begin to climb. 

  



 

 

Two. 
 

 

We stand at the top of the wall, looking out at the lush wasteland beyond. Surprise 

covers my face, my mouth hanging agape. This was not what I was expecting at all. It seems the 

world has thrived under its new management—yet another thing that Lee didn’t want us to 

know about. 

Wasteland would be the wrong word to describe this oasis. It’s lush and green, and alive 

with vibrant and healthy vegetation. Trees and flowers cover the landscape, tall and flourishing 

in their beauty. Yet despite this, in between all their magnificence, the horror and destruction 

remain. 

I look down and around the outside base of the wall, but refuse to look the way we have 

just come. There’s nothing—no one—around the base for the moment, and for that I’m 

thankful. In the distance is a town. I can make out the houses and abandoned cars. The place is a 

wreck, with garbage and things I’d prefer not to think about strewn all over. And then there are 

the zombies: small, human-shaped figures, far in the distance and far from human anymore. 

They kinda ruin the picturesque landscape for me. 

“Shit,” I mutter. 

“I’m sorry.” 

I look at the girl. Her dirty, tear-streaked face stares back at me with...what? Hope, 

maybe? I don’t know what to say to her. This was my decision, and the outcome of my decision 

must lie at my own feet. 

“Don’t worry about it. I hated that place anyway,” I reply.  

“I am, though. I mean, you could die because of me.” Her eyes go wide at the thought. 

“Yeah, thanks for that.” I look away. 

Would I still have left if it had been a more forgiving place to live? Probably. It’s all 

well and good trying to keep your moral compass facing sky-high, but that isn’t going to stop 

me from getting eaten. There are no free passes here. No passing Go and no collecting two 

hundred dollars—not that money is worth anything anymore. No, there is only blood and death, 

and I can’t let her live with my death on her conscience if that happens. 

“I was thinking about leaving anyway,” I add on with a shrug.  

I know we need to start climbing down the other side before Lee starts throwing things 

at us—or whatever the hell they do when people refuse to climb down—but I need to formulate 

a plan of some sort. If we climb down without a plan, we’re screwed. Hell, I guess we’re 

screwed anyway, since I know nothing about survival other than don’t get killed. 

“What’s your name?” Her voice makes her sound younger than I believe her to be. Soft 

and childlike. 

“Nina. Yours?” 

“My parents used to call me Emily-Rose.” She gives me a slight smile. “But these days 

it’s just Emily. Thanks for…trying to help, for coming with me. You didn’t have to and I 

appreciate it.” Her voice is quiet, her words mumbled. “I’m not a thief…not normally.” Her 

cheeks flame. 

“Like I said, don’t worry about it.” I shrug again. 

I lift a leg over the top of the wall and shuffle myself so that I’m sitting astride it 

cowgirl-style. If only this was a horse, then I could ride away into the distance and forget all this 



 

 

stuff. Shit. I wonder if there are even any horses left. Emily does the same, her sad eyes staring 

into my face for some clue as to what we are going to do. 

Now that it’s actually come to this—sitting atop the Great freaking Wall of China, 

watching the desolate city in the distance full of monstrous things—I realize that I’m actually 

pretty pissed off about it all.  

I’m pissed off at Lee, and his so-called rules of the new society. I’m pissed off at all the 

other people for not intervening in some way; hell, I’m pissed at her too: Emily-Rose. 

“I used to live over there.” She points a hand over to the city with a vague smile. 

“Yeah?” 

“Yeah. Maybe my house is still there.” She looks at me with a spark of optimism. Her 

limp hair clings to her neck, and despite the warm sun that beats down on us, she looks chilled 

to the bone. 

“It probably is,” I say, and she smiles wider. “But it’s more than likely going to be over-

run with zombies.” I stick a giant pin in her cheery red balloon and watch her happiness float 

away. I feel like a real bitch, but ho-hum, so is life. Especially recently. 

“We need to get going.” My eyes make out a bunch of cars. Looks like it was a huge 

twenty-car pileup at one time. There could be zombies amid the wreck, but I haven’t seen any 

movement yet. Perhaps all the zombies have skipped this side of town for lack of food. We all 

know that zombies are herbivores, right? Ha, yeah exactly. Zombies are distinctly carnivores, 

and this place is crawling with vegetation, so maybe there is just nothing left for them to eat 

around here—not that they know of, anyway—hence the safety of the walled city, I guess. That 

was another reason for the walls being so high in the first place, so I’m told: to hide our human 

smell, and any sounds that we make.  

It just all seems so bizarre. I’ve had long enough to get used to it, but I can’t quite grasp 

the fact of it—any of it. Deaders, for one, and then this crazy-beautiful overgrown world, for 

two. I can’t disguise the shock from my face, while Emily seems unmoved by it all. This just 

isn’t what I expected my first glimpse of the world to look like. 

“Where are we going to go?” 

“I’m not totally sure, Emily. Maybe we can head for those cars over there, then make a 

beeline for those trees.” I point further out. 

I reach for my matted hair, pulling it up into a high bun with a band from around my 

wrist. To think, my dark hair used to be one of my favorite features. What I would do to have a 

long, hot shower. I sigh. I still refuse to look down at Lee and his men, but I can hear them 

shouting at us to get going. I wonder why they haven’t followed us up. Perhaps it’s the guilt. 

They know that this is wrong. 

“We need to go. Once we hit the ground, we need to run—fast. Do you understand me?”  

She nods a yes, but she’s busy picking at a hole in her dirty cargo pants. I’m not sure 

that it’s safe for us to go down the ladder together. It was made by Lee and his men, I think, and 

I can’t imagine that they put a whole heap of effort into making it strong; but I’ll be damned if 

either of us is going to be waiting around once we hit the bottom, so we’ll have to risk the climb 

together. I’m told that there’s actually another entrance into this place, but no one seems to 

know where that is. At least, no one willing to tell the civilians of this little hell-hole, anyway. 

Lee likes to keep important details like an escape route to himself. 

The progress is slow. I guess neither of us are in a hurry to die today. The slight breeze 

rocks the ladder every now and then, and my knuckles go pink from the exertion of holding on. 



 

 

I look up and beyond Emily-Rose, and think I spy Lee looking over at us, but the face is gone 

before I can be sure. 

My feet find purchase on the ground, and I survey our surroundings. The air smells 

surprisingly clean—fresh, even. The last time I was out here, it stank with the decay of rotting 

corpses. Now it smells like… What does it smell like? Nothing. Just air. I can’t smell car fumes 

or pollution. Bonus for Mother Nature, I guess. It feels warmer over on this side of the wall too. 

On the inside, it is always cold. The shadows that the walls cast seemed to prevent any heat 

from getting to us. 

Emily drops down next to me and I steady myself with a deep breath. My nerves are 

bubbling away in my empty stomach; I’m half glad that I haven’t eaten today. Or yesterday, 

come to think of it. 

“Ready?” I look at her deadpan. She is visibly shaking and I know that, no matter what 

happens now, I have done the right thing.  

She nods and swallows loudly. “Let’s go.”  

We begin to run, with Emily lagging behind a little. Our eyes continuously scan around 

us for movement, but there’s nothing—quite literally nothing—around. No zombies, no 

animals, no direct vegetation…nothing. I guess that’s how they have kept the zombies away 

from us, from our town. They repeatedly clear the area of anything. There are no hiding places. 

There is nothing to attract the zombies to us. The walls are high and dull-looking. Nothing about 

them would be spectacular or interesting for a zombie, or shout ‘hey, zombie chow over here.’ I 

guess they may have come and had a little shamble around once upon a time, but not recently. 

Our little fortress—quote: prison camp—has been built a couple of miles out from another 

town, and surrounding that…nothing. If there were zombies around, we would see them. I slow 

to a walk and Emily catches up quickly. 

She looks at me expectantly.  

“There’s nothing here.” I gesture around us. “No point in running; we might as well save 

our energy.” I look behind us and then forward again. It feels weird to be out in the open, a 

warm breeze on my face, fresh air in my lungs. Almost nice. 

Emily looks around us and comes to the same conclusion, stress leaving her face almost 

instantly. 

“We still need to be on guard, Emily, so keep a lookout, okay? Don’t go all daydreamy 

on me.” 

She looks at me and rolls her eyes. “I’m not a kid, you know. Not anymore.”  

“Sure thing, whatever.” I roll mine back at her. “The first thing we need to do is find 

some weapons,” I whisper. 

“What type of weapons? I can’t fire a gun.” She pales even more. I didn’t think that was 

possible; she’s ghostly pale as it is. 

“We aren’t going to find a gun around here; that stuff had to have been looted years ago. 

But we need something to defend ourselves with—a tree branch for a club, or a rock or 

something. Anything, really. So keep your eyes peeled.” 

She nods and looks like she’s pondering something before speaking up. “Old Man Riely, 

who lived down the road from us, he was as mad as a March Hare. He used to be in the army or 

something like that. I’m pretty sure he would have a gun. In fact, if I remember correctly, he 

used to have a bomb shelter at the back of his yard—not that anyone knew about it. He dressed 

it up to look like just a normal shed. I bet that has everything we need in it.” She smiles widely 

at me. 



 

 

The plan sounds doable, even if I don’t believe that there will be anything left for us. I 

find it hard to believe that it wouldn’t have been raided already, but we have nothing to lose. 

Well, nothing but our lives. 

“Okay, sounds like a plan.” 

She does a little skip next to me and I raise an eyebrow. She’s a perky little thing. 

“Nina?” 

“What?” 

“Do you think that we could check on my house? Maybe my parents…” 

“How do I say this without sounding like a prize bitch? There is literally no chance that 

your parents are alive, Emily. None at all. If they were, they would have tried to make it to the 

wall.” 

Her skip slows, her head lowering as my words sink in. I can’t believe that she would be 

so naive to think that they would be there. Alive, even. 

We are about a hundred yards out from the cars now, and have been walking for a good 

half hour. The road is starting to clutter with luggage and whatnot strewn around. Bushes are 

scattered along the edge too. I panic upon the realization that they would be a perfect hiding 

place for any zombies, but thankfully, I can’t hear or smell anything that resembles the dead.  

I look at some of the luggage as we move through it. Old clothes, photos—I swear I can 

see a yellow polka-dot bikini. 

 Christ, what was that person thinking?  

We finally reach the cars; I gesture with a finger to my lips, and Emily nods. Her smile 

is gone, and to be fair, the girl looks serious and ready to kick some zombie ass. With what, 

though, I’m honestly not sure. I’m more inclined to hide and then run for it, but you know kids: 

always think they know best. 

We crouch down in front of the first car to listen. I try to turn on my Spidey Sense, but I 

guess my superpower isn’t working today. If only. Peeking around the bottom of the car, I don’t 

see anything. Just more crap all over the road. There are old brown bloodstains all around the 

place, but no body parts. I guess that’s a bonus. 

We shuffle between the cars, checking under each one for zombies in wait. It’s clear, as 

far as I can tell. We peek in through the car windows as we creep past. There’s nothing that we 

can use on the roadside for a weapon; I can only hope that there is something inside one of the 

vehicles. I’m not expecting to find anything really; this must be the first place that everyone 

comes to when they go over the wall. 

I check the first one regardless. Chancing a quick look, I see that all the doors are closed 

and there are no bloodstains on the inside, which is a good sign. However, when I try to open 

the door I realize that it’s locked. I don’t want to smash any windows and draw attention to us. 

Besides, there doesn’t seem to be anything inside worth taking, so we move on to the next one. 

This car is painted a dull red color, which does nothing to improve my mood, since red 

reminds me of blood, and blood reminds me of... Well, it puts me in an even fouler mood. When 

I look inside, I see that the windows are covered with dried blood smears in the shape of 

handprints. I shudder when I see a baby car seat in the back, filled with sludge, and I lower 

myself back to the ground. I can’t think about things like that now; I’ve contained my emotions 

for months and kept strong. 

I take a deep breath and raise myself back up slowly, coming face to face with Emily on 

the other side of the glass. I start and fall back on my ass. She’s climbed inside the car and is 

looking out at me with another one of her cheery smiles. I feel anything but cheery. I mouth at 



 

 

her to get out and she rolls her eyes and continues rooting around. Typical teenager—they never 

fucking listen. 

 Her head pops back into view with a smile, and she holds up a penknife for me to see. I 

nod my approval. It’s small, and rusty as shit, but it’s something, I guess. And something is 

always better than nothing. However, my attention is diverted to something else. A smell.  

My stomach clenches in anxiety. 

It’s the smell of the dead. 

  



 

 

Three. 
 

 

I look around us frantically, my heart beating at an insanely high speed, and I wonder if 

maybe I’m having a heart attack. I clasp a hand to my chest, feeling my racing heart going wild 

within it, and take a couple of slow breaths. 

Breathe. Just breathe, Nina. 

I peek around the corner of the car, expecting to come face to face with a deader, but 

there is nothing. Yet I know there’s something here…somewhere. I plead with my ears to find 

the noise that shouldn’t be there, the one that stands out from the rest. I need to see the 

abomination before it sees me. 

There.  

A scrape. A low thump. A moan.  

Now that I’ve heard it, I feel stupid that it took me so long to hear it in the first place. 

Yep, something’s here with us. I grit my teeth, slide to the other side of the car, and peek around 

it. Still nothing.  

Shit. Where the hell is it? 

The stench is getting worse, and it’s all I can do to stop myself from praying out loud 

that there’s only one. We may have a chance with one; any more and we’re dead. I hope that 

Emily’s heard the noise and is hiding. The last thing I need is her jumping out and drawing 

attention to us. 

I crouch in front of the car and peek up through the windshield right out through the car 

and out the back window.  

There it is. I look at everything but its face. It’s the faces that haunt me the most. 

A singular rotting deader is lurching our way. I assume that it has no idea we’re here yet, 

since it seems to be minding its own zombie business. 

Emily peeks up. Her face puckers into shock and fear and she ducks back down.  

Good girl. 

Perhaps we can hide from it. If it doesn’t know that we’re here, then it might just keep 

on walking. I fall to my knees, and slide myself under the car as quietly as I can, though every 

noise my body makes on the ground sounds like a fireworks display being set off. I can almost 

imagine the giant red arrow pointing at my location: ‘She is here; dinner is served.’ 

It’s reached our car, but its feet continue to make their slow shuffle past us. One foot is 

broken at its ankle and only hangs on by dried-up brown tendons—hence the thump and slide, I 

guess. I shudder and look away from the sight; that foot is not going to be on for very much 

longer. My nose is to the ground, like a hound dog on a hunt, as the shuffling moves past.  

Finally, I can take a breath. That’s one of the biggest problems for me with deaders: they 

smell like crap and I don’t have the stomach for them. Well, the eating-me-to-death part is a 

huge problem too, I guess. 

I let a few minutes pass before I scoot out from under the car. The knee of my pants 

snags on the rough road, tearing a hole, and I feel my skin graze against stones and grit. I suck 

in an ouch.  

Seriously! After everything that I’ve survived, and I still moan about a little scrape. I tut 

at myself. 



 

 

I keep down low as I move around the car. The deader has moved off to the side of the 

road now and is going away, and as long as it’s far from me, I don’t care where. I shudder again 

and creep over to the door of the car to take a peek inside. Emily is curled up on the floor under 

a blanket, or coats—I have no idea what it is, actually, but damn she looks cozy, even with all 

the dried blood. I tap on the glass, trying to avoid looking at the baby car seat again, but she 

doesn’t move. I take a furtive glance around me and tap again a little louder, but still nothing.  

With a roll of my eyes I crack the door open. The mound of coats and blankets shuffles 

and then freezes. 

“Em…” I whisper, and give her a poke. 

She sits up, pulls the covers off her head, and gives me a half-hearted grin as she 

produces a half-eaten chocolate bar. My stomach lurches at the thought of food. Chocolate, no 

less. Man, what I would do for that right now, but it’s finders keepers out here, and we need to 

get going regardless in case more of them come for a friendly neighborhood chow-down. 

“Come on.” I gesture with my head and we continue winding between the cars, slowing 

every now and then to check inside them. Unfortunately for us, they all seem to be empty, so as 

we reach the end of the pileup, we’re armed with a tree branch for a bat and the small penknife.  

Oh-Deep-Joy! 

The woods are about a hundred meters from the roadside, and after a serious look 

around we make a run for it. Moving from tree to tree, the pace is slow, but hell, I guess there’s 

no rush. It’s not like the deaders are going anywhere. It’s funny how time doesn’t hold much 

meaning anymore. Not like it used to. 

My life used to be ruled by the time: a time to wake me up, a time to be at work, a time 

for lunch, a deadline to meet, getting stuck in a traffic jam for two damn hours. Dinnertime, 

bedtime, blah blah. The list goes on. So many things I took for granted back then. Hell, I’d do 

anything to have a last minute deadline to have to work toward now.  

Emily holds onto my arm as we come to the edge of the woods. I’m pretty sure there are 

some houses I can see through the trees. I don’t know whether to be grateful or more frightened. 

A house can mean a brief respite, but it can also mean more deaders. With the sun beginning to 

set, we could sure use a place to hole up for the night. And considering our weapons stock 

consists of what is basically a stick and a blunt butter knife, I’m not sure we’d fare too well in a 

zombie battle. By the smell of things, I’m damn sure some of the evil-dead are nearby. I wrinkle 

up my nose and gesture for us to go. Either way, we can’t stay here. 

We dash the last hundred yards as quietly as possible. Despite the rotting smell in the 

air, the back yard of the house is actually free of deaders. Happy dance. 

We skirt around the outside of the house, keeping as quiet and as low as possible. There 

doesn’t seem much point, though, since the yard is so overgrown. We would be hard-pressed to 

be seen amid this mini-jungle.  

With that thought in mind, I make a quick glance at our feet with a pounding heart and a 

sweaty forehead. Score two for survivors of Earth. I can’t see anything reaching up to munch on 

our ankles, but decide not to stick around as if silver-plattering my feet for someone’s lunch. 

A low moan draws my attention back to the woods. It sounds like we have been smelled 

out, as more than one other moan joins in the chorus like some strange a cappella show choir.  

“Time to go, Emily,” I whisper. 

By the look on her face, you would think that someone had just given her a fresh bag of 

popcorn. Seriously, her chirpiness is making me want to smack some of the silly out of her. 



 

 

“I know this street.” She practically skips around to the front of the house, and if I didn’t 

think it was so foolhardy to do so, I would have shouted at her to get her stupid ass back here. 

Instead I follow with a grumble, grabbing her shoulder before she slips around to the front of 

the house. 

“What are you doing? You can’t just walk out there,” I shout-whisper in her face. 

She turns and looks at me with a big grin. 

“That house.” She points down the street. I look to where she’s pointing, but I’m unable 

to figure out which one she’s talking about. “That’s Old Man Riely’s house. The one with the 

bunker in the yard.” Her grin splits even wider. 

Well shit, this just seems to be going too easy. 

I stare unblinking in the direction that she’s pointing, trying to work out which house 

she’s talking about.  

“That one right on the end, with the dead tree in the yard,” she says, her voice all sing-

songy. 

I watch as a zombie dressed in a brown-crusted dressing gown crosses the front lawn. 

Seriously, I wish that guy would have tied the knot a little tighter the day the world ended. A 

shudder runs through me. 

“You mean the one with the dead dude in the yard.” I look at her pretty eyes as they go 

wide in recognition. I can’t help but think halleluiah as she processes the information, and 

horror crosses her face. 

“Now you get it.” I stand with my hands on my hips, feeling a little bit like her mother, 

and I wonder how I got my self-righteous ass into this situation in the first place. She shakes her 

head and points over my shoulder with a trembling finger. 

I spin on my heel and watch as at least four zombies turn the corner. Each one is dressed 

in its Sunday best, which is basically a rotting, revolting mess of dried blood and dangling 

entrails. They are all at various stages of decomposition, with several limbs missing, and guts 

and viscera hanging to the ground from cavernous holes in their stomachs, which under 

different circumstances would have made them very fucking dead indeed. Instead, gummy and 

broken-toothed smiles plaster their faces when they catch sight of us, and with arms reaching 

for us as if in some kind of crazy zombie flash mob, they groan louder and step up their 

shuffling from slow to shambling. Well, it certainly seems like they smile, anyway. 

I guess the thought of crunching down on someone’s brain will give you enough 

incentive to speed up, right?  

Well, only if you’re a deader, of course. 

  



 

 

Four. 
 

 

“Shit.” I grip my branch tighter, splinters of dry wood slicing into my hands. The 

zombies groan louder in unison as if already sensing the feast upon their rotten lips. 

“Nina.” Emily’s voice trembles behind me, but there’s no time to turn and look at her. 

The approaching group of undead have my attention locked tight on them. 

“Nina.” Emily’s voice rings in my ears again, louder and more persistent, and I 

unwillingly break my stare with deader number one. I’m almost certain he just licked his lips at 

me. Creepy fucker. 

I look at her terrified face and know that we stand no chance in this battle. Hell, did I 

ever believe we would? There are too many of them, and we are too few. Quickly surveying the 

area, I sense our opportunity for escape rapidly closing with each passing second. I grab her 

hand, holding it tightly, and pull her with me out into the street.  

Who am I kidding anyway? I’m no Xena: Warrior Princess. 

We run as fast as we can, our hands locked tightly together, and head straight for Old 

Man Riely’s house. My legs pump harder than should be possible, considering how weak I 

know I am, but I guess my body isn’t ready to give up right now. Emily trembles as undead 

moans and groans break out from every direction around us. 

Shit, shit, and thrice shit, just for good measure.  

My eyes are glued to our destination—the house, our saving grace… I hope. If I look 

anywhere else, I know that I will see death coming toward me. Dressing Gown Deader Guy has 

spotted us too, and is greeting us with a full-on frontal. I should call the cops on this guy for 

indecent exposure. It would be laughable too—to see his shriveled-up gear staring back at me—

apart from the small fact that part of his anatomy is entirely missing, leaving a gaping, rotten 

hole in its place. Bile builds in my throat, but this is no time to get queasy. I release Emily’s 

hand and ready my branch. I need to hit him as hard as I can and keep on running. I’m only 

going to get one chance at this. 

The mantra ‘swing batter, batter, batter, swing’ runs through my mind as I cock my arm 

back with my stick in hand. We draw closer, and his rotting hands reach for me. I swing. I 

swing with everything I have, hitting him full force in the face. The bone-crunching impact 

causes the branch to snap in half and fall from my grip, but I don’t stop to retrieve it.  

Emily once more grabs my hand, and we keep on running. Legs pumping, feet 

pounding, she drags me around to the back of the house. A soft cry escapes my lips when we 

enter the empty backyard. Maybe we won’t die today after all, is my first thought. The grass is 

again ridiculously long (that’s my second thought), and there’s no way to tell if anything is 

buried deep in the blades, but we have to take the risk—there’s no time for another route. 

I can see the bunker she’s talking about at the end of the yard; camouflaged as a little 

wooden shed, unfortunately it’s without a doubt going to be locked up tight. I pull her away 

from it and toward the back door of the house. She resists against my pull, but I’m stronger than 

she is.  

“Emily, there’s no time to try and break in right now, not with the zombies closing in. 

Those doors are meant to withstand practically anything. Your standard house, however—that’s 

a different matter.”  



 

 

I grin as the thought pops into my head and I slam into the back door with my shoulder. 

It rattles under the force, but doesn’t open. I slam my shoulder into it again, harder this time. 

Pain shoots up and down my arm, causing me to cry out involuntarily. Still the door doesn’t 

budge. I’d feel silly if it weren’t for our impending death. 

I look at Emily with a frustrated frown. Something cold unexpectedly grabs my ankle 

and I scream and stamp out on impulse. I look down to see a leathery hand clamped around my 

ankle, a zombie attached to the other end of it. It’s slowly pulling itself out of the overgrown 

shrubbery beside the door. I stomp on it repeatedly, with my eyes closed tight against the sight, 

until I feel the skull cave in and the head turn to mush under my boot. I open my eyes and look 

down to see what remains of the zombie’s head.  

My shoe and ankle are covered in gunk, and vomit builds in my stomach, slowly making 

its way up my throat. I swallow it back down and look away. Fear is growing in me, the panic 

beginning to set in. The cold mush around my leg isn’t helping to calm me down either. My 

breathing is once again rapid, my eyes quickly scanning the yard for any more of the ground 

dwellers. I can’t breathe.  

They’re coming. 

They’re coming.  

They’re coming.  

A sob escapes my lips. I want so much to be tough, but I’m just a girl who likes shoes, 

goddamn it. What do I know about survival? I look at Emily, whose face seems to mirror my 

own fear. 

There’s no hope…no hope at all. I turn back to the door, resting my hand on the knob, 

praying to every god that might be listening to make my wish come true. Impulse makes me 

turn the handle, turning it clockwise. It turns—it turns ridiculously easily. I shove the door open 

wide and drag us both in, slamming it shut behind us. A small laugh escapes my lips. I can feel 

it bubbling away below the surface. I want to slap myself silly for not trying the handle first. My 

shoulder hurts, my ankle is covered in goo—Jesus, I’m such an idiot! Another hysterical laugh 

slips out and I clamp a hand over my mouth. I can’t lose control now. I can’t. 

My eyes slowly adjust to the dark that ensnares us. The house is a mess. Belongings are 

everywhere, blood is on the walls, cupboard doors are open in the kitchen, with items spilling 

out of them. I reach behind us and click the lock shut as I hear moans enter the yard. Sure, 

zombies can’t open doors, but I feel more secure with it locked, regardless. I pull us away from 

the door, drawing a curtain across the inside of it, further darkening our surroundings. 

My breath catches in my throat, dry and raspy. God, if I could just breathe. If I wasn’t so 

thirsty. If I wasn’t so hungry. If I wasn’t so tired. Shit, if I wasn’t so damn scared… 

Emily’s cold fingers wrap around my hand; her body moves close to mine. I look at her 

for a second and wonder what’s going on in that head of hers. Probably something similar to my 

own, no doubt. 

We stand frozen to the spot, listening for movements within the house. Waiting, 

patiently waiting for something. There has to be something here; by the looks of the place, 

whoever lived here didn’t escape unscathed. I just need to know how many and where they are. 

I just need to know if we need to keep on running.  

A thump sounds from upstairs and at the back door at the same time, and we both jump. 

Emily still clutches her silver penknife tightly in her hand, like a miniature warrior. Her 

knuckles have turned white from the strength of her grip. I want to take it from her and arm 



 

 

myself with something, my own fear taking over, but I can’t. I think that she is on the brink of a 

meltdown; the last thing she needs is for me to take away what she clearly sees as her protector. 

Wait, I’m her protector. Or I thought I was. Better get on with it then.  

I move forward as quietly as possible, careful not to step on anything on the floor. 

Clothes, bowls, plates, cushions, blood. Something glints up at me, and I move a cushion out of 

the way with the tip of my soggy, bloody foot. A knife stares back up at me. A knife. A huge 

freaking butcher’s knife. I feel a toothy grin spread across my face, and I reach down and grip it 

in my hand. It’s not as big as I first thought, but compared to Emily’s knife, it’s like the daddy 

of our little family. Daddy knife saves the day. Yay, go me! 

The thump sounds out from above us again, and we move to the foot of the stairs, 

checking all the corners of the living room as we go. It’s not like we really have a choice in the 

matter. I mean, if there are zombies upstairs, we don’t want them catching us unaware; 

therefore the only logical way to be safe is to clear the entire house of zombies. The stairs creak 

loudly as we climb them side by side. Maybe they aren’t loud. Maybe everything just sounds 

loud right now. For instance, my heart sounds like an orchestra of drums has broken out. 

We climb the last step and look into a relatively cheery-looking hallway. Well, if it 

weren’t for the smears of blood everywhere, it would be cheery. Kind of reminds me of my 

home, actually—white walls, beige carpets, and art on the walls. Every door is closed. Closed 

and bloody. Still looks kinda homey though. I roll my eyes. Time does that to you—makes you 

more comfortable with the site of blood. I wonder when the same can be said for zombies. I 

don’t think I’ll ever be comfortable around them. 

We stand waiting patiently for the noise again, but nothing. Emily coughs. It’s small and 

inconsequential, and clearly a purposeful attempt at a disturbance. The noise has the desired 

effect, creating a stir behind one of the closed doors. I look at her and she shrugs at me with a 

slight rise of her mouth. A vain attempt at a smile, I guess. 

We creep down the hallway, our soft steps waking up a loose floorboard and producing 

a loud creaking sound. We both freeze, and I grit my teeth, pausing for a moment. We hear 

nothing, so we continue moving forward again until we reach the door that quite clearly 

contains a guest. I tap gently on it and am met with growling and banging from the other side. 

We both jump backwards in unison, and I can’t help but chuckle lightly. I look at Emily. She’s 

as white as a ghost, but trying to contain a frightened laugh too. 

What a great zombie takeout team we make. 

  



 

 

Five. 
 

 

We settle in for the night. It seems zombies still can’t smell through walls and doors, and 

so have wandered out of the yard in search of a more catchable lunch date. 

Barring the dead guy upstairs, the house is clear. There’s the odd stray body part to keep 

us company, but neither of us mentions those. We search the house, starting in the kitchen, and 

come up with a couple of things we can use; however, the most useful items are sitting in a 

couple of boxes and backpacks by the front door like fucking birthday presents. It seems the 

owners were on their way out of this madness and were either taken out or had to make a hasty 

retreat without taking their gear. Boooo for them, but yay for us.  

Gotta look at the glass half full, I guess. 

Emily looks around warily while we unpack what we’ve found so far. She keeps staring 

at the stray limbs scattered around the place as if she thinks they are going to jump up and 

demand their things back, Evil Dead style. I snigger at the thought. 

Jesus, when did I get so blasé over rotten limbs? 

“Chin up, Emily. It’s not so bad.” I shrug and continue to rummage through the boxes. 

There’s so much good stuff here, I find it difficult to comprehend our luck.  

There’s a first aid kit containing mainly Band-Aids and some aspirin, but hey, it’s better 

than nothing. Upon further inspection, I find a couple of bandages and some antiseptic cream 

too. Great, we’re covered for boo-boos. 

I turn out the backpack and find a lighter and matches, and a big pack of water 

purification tablets. Well gee whiz, aren’t we the lucky ones today. 

“Nina.”  

I look at where Emily stands rummaging through a cardboard box. She holds up some 

canned food and I nearly fall to my knees, I’m so happy. Canned prunes and baked beans never 

looked so good. 

“Can we eat it?” Emily looks like she might start drooling at any moment. 

“Hell yeah.” I look around for a can opener, and begin to panic when I can’t find one. 

“Shit.” 

“What?”  

I realize that we’re both whispering. I’m not sure whether it’s to not draw any attention 

from outside or from upstairs. 

“No can opener. Keep looking.” I go and check all the drawers in the kitchen, but still 

come up short. Seems the owners weren’t so savvy when it came to packing their stuff up after 

all. What good is canned food if you can’t get into it? 

A sharp bang interrupts my thoughts, and I poke my head back into the living room. 

Emily is stabbing the top of the can with the penknife she found earlier. I’m about to tell her to 

stop before she stabs herself when the knife finally pierces the can. Juice splutters out of the top 

and she lifts it to her mouth and swallows it down. 

I’m so jealous, I’m about to see red. Fortunately, Emily stops swallowing and hands me 

the can with shaky hands that can barely contain her excitement. 

“You want some?” She licks her lips greedily. 



 

 

A little shiver of appreciation works its way up my spine, and I take the can without 

even acknowledging the question and swallow the rest of the prune juices down. I’ve never 

tasted anything so good in all my life, and I don’t even like prunes. 

“Where’s your knife? I need to get these bad boys out.” 

I take the knife and am about to stab a bigger hole in the can when Emily tells me to stop 

and hands me a can opener from the bottom of one of the boxes. I smile and quickly attach it 

and cut the lid off, popping the circular metal ring inwards and then prying it back out. Oh dear 

god, they look like shriveled up old man parts, but I still shove one in my greedy waiting mouth 

and groan loudly as the explosion of flavors dances over my taste buds.  

I snatch another one out, spit out the pit from the now devoured one, and reluctantly 

hand the can back to Emily. She fills her mouth with a couple and closes her eyes, moaning and 

savoring the taste. There’s nothing but silence as we both chew and think about the flavors in 

our mouths. Unfortunately, all good things come to an end, just like our can of prunes. Emily 

wipes her fingers along the inside of the can to get any remaining juice out, but none remains by 

the look on her sullen face. She looks into it longingly and then discards it to the floor sadly. 

“Hey, chin up, Emily. There’s more cans in the box, right?” 

“Yeah,” she replies with a frown. “I never even liked prunes before, you know? Kinda 

reminded me of…” 

“Yep, totally know what you mean, say no more,” I interrupt with a snort of hushed 

laughter.  

She looks at me, her head cocking to one side. “I was going to say giant lumps of dog 

poop. What were you going to say?”  

“Uh, yeah, that’s what I was going to say too.” I shrug and look away. “Come on, let’s 

open up something else.”  

She hands me the can of baked beans and I shudder—yet another thing I despised pre-

apocalypse. I open it quickly and sniff at the insides, my stomach doing a little flip at the lumpy 

contents. Spoons are at a shortage, so it looks like I’m going to need to drink from the can. The 

sharp edges don’t help with the appeal of the lumpy cold mess that lies within. I chug it back 

and swallow a couple of mouthfuls of the cold beans. This is worse than I thought. It seems the 

apocalypse has done nothing to alter my taste buds on baked beans.  

I shudder again and hand it to an overeager Emily. I feel strangely full. Or maybe my 

stomach is closing up shop for the day, in the vain hope that I won’t try and force anything else 

disgusting into it. Emily doesn’t seem too bothered by it, though, and is swallowing it down 

with great eagerness. I burp in my most ladylike fashion into my hand and continue sorting 

through supplies. 

It doesn’t seem quite real to catch this sort of a break—especially after such a shitty start 

to the day. I probably shouldn’t question it, and yet I do. We should just hang out here for a 

couple of days, catch up on some sleep, and fill our stomachs with food. Who knows when we 

are going to get this opportunity again? The doors are locked, the windows partially boarded up, 

and barring Mr. Deadman walking upstairs, the place seems relatively safe. I pull the curtains to 

one side and check outside. Zombies are roaming the streets in their masses. I say masses, but 

there’s probably only a handful of them. Still, a handful is a handful, and we are just one young 

girl and a woman who doesn’t know her north from south. I snort to myself. Yeah, maybe once 

upon a time we were those people. Not now, however. 



 

 

I might not be Lara Croft yet, but the desperation to live can fill you with a hell of a lot 

of enthusiasm for surviving, and if that means fighting hand to hand with a walking corpse 

when you need to, then so be it.  

I pull the curtains back in place and take another look around. Everything is covered in a 

thick layer of dust, and I can’t understand why this place hasn’t been picked clean. There 

doesn’t seem to be that many deaders outside, and Lee’s men were always going out to 

scavenge and coming back with just the bare minimum of supplies. This town isn’t too far from 

the wall—surely, armed to the teeth they could have had the pickings of the place. I repack 

some of the stuff into the backpack as I think it through. There’s an iPad and iPhone in here. 

Seriously, what were these people thinking? What were they going to do, play Angry Birds to 

keep the boredom at bay? How long would this thing even hold its charge? And a phone, really? 

I tut to no one in particular, but attract Emily’s attention nonetheless. 

“What? What is it?” She throws the can into the same pile as the empty prune can. 

“People! People are just idiots.” I throw the phone to one side. “The stuff they were 

packing, some of it is just useless crap.” 

She comes over and joins me, looking through the growing pile of junk. Her hand stops 

on a pile of photos, and she lifts them, inspecting each one with a sad smile. 

“This isn’t crap, Nina. This is their life.” 

“This was their life. They’re dead now, and all this,” I snatch the photos back from her, 

“is crap. This doesn’t help anyone to survive. Not me, and obviously not them either. This just 

reminds us all of what we have lost.” 

“It reminds us of what we can have again,” she replies softly. 

I shake my head. “No, Emily, things will never be the same again. Who knows how 

many people actually survived the first attacks, and since then? Pfft, anyone left out here is 

more than likely a deader, too, now. For all we know, those big-assed walls that we were 

supposedly being protected by…that is life, and the people behind them are all that remain, and 

we all know how wonderful those fuckers are. Those that aren’t control freaks and rapists are 

cowards.” Anger and frustration bubble to the surface, threatening to open the floodgates to my 

tears. I swallow them down, and control it as best I can. “No, this is how it is now, and this—

this hellhole we’re in, this is life for us now. So yeah, take a good look at some family photos, 

keep those memories alive, and see if it inspires you. Me? I’m a realist.”  

“They’re not cowards, they’re just scared and trying to protect their loved ones,” Emily 

whispers. 

“Well, aren’t you the forgiving one? Would you be still singing the same tune if I would 

have left you to go on your own?”  

“Stop it,” she sobs. 

I clench my teeth and try to stop any more words from spilling out of me. I know she’s 

right. The other people behind the walls, what they had to do to survive was just as bad as what 

I had to go through, but I hate them just the same. I hate them for never helping me, I hate them 

for watching me suffer, and I hate them for having someone to protect. A family.  

I squeeze my eyes shut, my heart beating against my ribs and threatening to break them. 

I can’t control the ambush of anger and pain any longer. I open my eyes and throw the photos 

up in the air in disgust. I see Emily’s eyes fill with more tears, and I turn and storm up the stairs. 

Mr. Deadman starts banging on his door again like a noisy neighbor. 

“Oh, fuck off to you too.” I kick his door as I walk past, and he retaliates with a long 

throaty groan.  



 

 

My cheeks feel hot and flushed from my little outburst. Or maybe it’s from the 

memories of my life—my real life, and not this awful existence—that are swelling to the 

surface and causing me to freak out. I want to cry, I want to shout, I want to kill something. I 

have a good mind to storm in on our little friend and kill him, but there’s no real point in taking 

that risk other than to sedate my wayward temper. 

I sit down on the end of the big double bed and pick up yet another happy photo from 

the bedside table. The couple in it look happy and in love. They’re standing on either side of a 

man, who I presume must be Old Man Riely. He stands in the middle of the couple, an arm 

draped over each of their shoulders and a smile on his face. Crazy Old Man Riely, it seems, 

lived with his daughter and her husband. The pain is suddenly unbearable, and I find myself 

curling up in a ball on the bed, clutching the photo to my chest as I try to contain the flood of 

tears that threatens to overflow at any minute.  
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Prologue 
 

 

I was already forgetting the nuances of my life before. The tenuous threads of memory 

were quickly, violently breaking. My family was no longer whole.  

The once welcoming house was dark in the wake of our erratic movement. I did not look 

back. In streams of sickness, my insides physically released that which was left behind.    

Not running from the haunting inevitable was not an option.  

From this point forward, we had to keep on the move. Our eyes peeled. Our muscles 

taut.   

My two little ones were buckled tightly against the horror. One was asleep. One watched 

me in sheer confusion.  

No time to explain.  

  

  

In the distance, I heard a chorus of screeching.   

 

 

Six Months Forward 

 

 

Our rations were stored in old paint buckets- the five gallon plastic kind you could pick 

up for six dollars when Wally-Worlds were still around. One bucket was devoted entirely to 

matches and kindling. One bucket filled with first aid supplies. One bucket held non-perishable 

foods. One bucket for deodorants, shampoos, and feminine products- although that seemed a 

little superfluous given our present situation. Food was far more important than bloodying the 

linens and smelling sweet.  

“Mom.” A pause. “Mom.” A longer pause. “Mom!”  

I jolted into reality. My body awake, my mind only barely so. I’d been on auto-pilot, 

driving into the misty, early morning.  

“What, Megan?” I knew what she wanted though. It was always the same.  

“I need to pee.”  

“Sorry, sweetie. Unbuckle and use the bucket.”  

Megan groaned.  

“Mom!” She whined. “That’s so gross.”  

I shrugged my shoulders. There wasn’t another option. 

It was still very early morning, the sun preparing to rise; it was still too dark to risk a 

pullover.  

I watched Megan release her seatbelt and get up. She was just tall enough now that she 

had to stoop over the tiniest bit to walk around. Her willowy frame maneuvered between the 

second row seats. Urinating in a pail was the least of our survival woes.  

We’d met other survivors along the way. Not many, but some. I knew the adage “safety 

in numbers,” but I needed all my energy focused on our survival. I couldn’t add a stranger, a 

possible incompetent, and have another hand to hold and mouth to feed. It felt like there were so 

few of us now though… maybe I was being selfish, refusing to band together with the last of my 

extended family. I might have felt differently. If… if there were more of us left. 



 

 

No one suspected that the real danger, the true end of our world, was boiling and 

forming beneath. A scary prospect that humans could have lived so long without knowledge of 

our brothers and sisters teeming below our collective footsteps.  

But it was true.  

At the beginning of our world, when some of the creatures climbed out of the primordial 

waters and became bipedal and human, others climbed out and scurried down a proverbial 

rabbit hole. And that rabbit hole bred another series of humanoids- the most dexterous 

quadrupeds on the planet- eerily efficient and highly adaptive once confronted.  

Scientists, another ‘thing’ that used to be around… a thing that I used to be… said 

undergrounders were what humans could have been had we developed differently- in another 

place, another world.  

“Did you re-cover the bucket?”  

Megan was sitting back in her seat now.  

“Yep.”  

“Make sure it closed tight?” 

“Yep.” Megan bent over and grabbed a small, hardback book off the van floor. It was 

ratty, weathered and her favorite- a relic from a different life.  

Kara still drooped limply in her seat, clutching a love-worn stuffed animal. It was 

wonderful that Kara could sleep like it was before and not now.  

Before… before everything, we’d been able to find out quite a bit about them, the 

undergrounders- also affectionately referred to as humanoids and beasties. We knew that they 

were coming. Somehow we were still surprised. Our malformed, subterranean relatives were 

careful at first, leaving no clues.  

As they began to explore the surface in greater numbers, leaving behind evidence was 

inevitable. So we had time… some time… not enough time… to study and to learn.  

Over time, I’d learned the important things at least. I’d learned how to kill them. Four… 

I’d killed four beasties so far to keep my girls alive. I had no doubt I’d kill many more in the 

future. Each time was easier. I always came away a bit worse for the wear- nothing aspirin and a 

sewing kit couldn’t cure.  

The undergrounders let us explore them because they were exploring us. Plain and 

simple. They had already scouted and planned; killed and hidden human bodies. They knew 

about us long before we knew about them.  

People disappeared. At first, when the disappearances seemed few, the police were able 

to explain them away. Then the day came when hundreds were reported missing. David, my 

husband, told me that the station phone rang perpetually that day. By the end of his shift, four 

hundred and thirteen people were on book under ‘Missing Persons.’  

Then the beasties let themselves be more daring- coming out in groups, murdering with 

a more devil-may-care attitude. Then we had witnesses.   

At that moment, I saw a form stretched across the pavement. I drove carefully around it. 

I didn’t see human bodies often, but when I did, they were like vicious slaps to my psyche. 

Although the undergrounders left the occasional corpse in their wake, it seemed they still 

preferred to take their killings back home, hide them away.  

No one knew why.  

Our officers and agents discovered the tunnels that were left open and black. Spelunkers 

descended, taking impressions of the claw marks, following the deep paths downward to the 

home of the beasties. Not all of the brave returned, but those who did painted a picture.  



 

 

Abandoned cavern networks, signs of simple living, primitive fields of strange plants, 

and irrigation from dark, glassy lakes. Vernians felt validated; their idol’s vision realized on a 

grand scale.  

We began to understand that the human race was in a race for its life. And we truly 

weren’t alone.  

Then again the world was lonely now.  

David, the love of my life, had been one of the brave- a cop who sacrificed himself. He 

was with me always.  

When I was especially tired and the road ahead seemed tireless and bleak, I thought of 

him. I reflected on our life together. All the happy moments. All the not so happy moments, 

nonetheless precious in my mind. But I had no time for mourning. I had to think of my 

daughters.  

My daughters who were in the back of this van- an old piece of junk we’d picked up just 

inside the North Carolina border.  

The gas mileage sucked, but by God it drove.  

We’d been on the road for almost eight hours with only one stop to break the monotony 

of the road. It was hard for me to pee and drive at the same time. If I could, I would. Sometimes 

I longed for the convenience of the male genitalia. If I were a man, I could have grabbed an 

empty water bottle and multi-tasked.  

I looked in the rearview mirror.  

My eldest daughter, Megan, held the pacifier to her sister’s mouth trying to calm her. I 

should have taken the binky away eons ago, but she was so attached to it. After a few moments, 

Kara batted away Megan’s hand and held the pacifier herself. My Kara- such a big, independent 

toddler.  

I knew Kara was hungry, but we didn’t have time to stop and cook. When we did stop, I 

didn’t know what to feed her.  

I’d pumped breast milk for the first nineteen months of Kara’s life. As soon as we’d 

started life on the run though, my milk had dried up. My body had more important challenges to 

face; milk production was low on the list.  

I had very little toddler formula left and had lately been giving Kara diluted bottles. 

Unfortunately, that meant she got hungry again, sooner.  

Kara had started transition foods well before the invasion, but she’d proven to be a really 

picky eater. She enjoyed chicken nuggets (dinosaur shaped, of course) and diced hotdogs. She 

liked toast too and peanut butter. The only vegetable I could get her to eat was sweet peas. She 

liked to pick the little green orbs up and smash them with her thumb and pointer finger before 

putting them in her mouth. 

Unfortunately, once started on ‘real’ food, Kara had refused to eat most jarred baby 

food. I’d salvaged several baby jars hunting through the leftovers at abandoned grocery stores, 

but she wouldn’t eat them. That’s a bit of a lie; I did get her to eat one jar of pureed sweet peas. 

Go figure.  

All the perishable foods had gone bad early on so it wasn’t possible to find nuggets and 

dogs and it was a feat to find preserved goods that Kara would eat. Whenever I stumbled across 

a can of sweet peas or a jar of peanut butter, I jumped for joy. She might’ve eaten canned 

chicken too, but I rarely came across tinned meats.  



 

 

One time I found spreadable potted beef… at least it claimed to be beef. It was flesh-

colored and oh-so nasty. Like the human equivalent of fancy cat food. I ate it anyway, spooning 

it into my mouth with my index finger. I think just eating my finger would have tasted better.     

My eyes moved from the rearview mirror and focused on the dash display. My heart rate 

sped up, as it always did, at the sight of the gas gauge needle hovering just above half a tank. I’d 

become more efficient at changing vehicles and siphoning gas, but standing exposed, standing 

still- it wasn’t a thing I enjoyed.  

I took an exit a couple hours before dark. I’d learned my lesson. Night time pit stops 

were asking for trouble.  

I drove about five miles from the highway exit. We were lucky. The town was small, but 

had one sizeable grocery store. The sun was reassuring. As far as I knew, undergrounders still 

preferred the mask of darkness.  

Pulling up directly in front of the store entrance, I shifted into park. Before doing 

anything else, I reached into the van’s center console and retrieved the gun. Opening my door, I 

told Megan to stay put until I got Kara out of the car.  

The small firearm fit snuggly between my skin and waistband. The safety was on… I 

never knew when it might be time to switch it off.  

I pushed the girls around in a blue and silver grocery cart. I stuck to the first half of each 

aisle, making sure we were always well-lit with plenty of sun pouring in from the huge windows 

to bathe the ugly linoleum.  

I tried to make it fun, racing through the aisles. Kara giggled. Megan was a bit harder to 

convince.  

The store was picked pretty clean. I saw a few items further down the aisles, but I dared 

not venture past the sunlight. Without electricity, the back of the store was semi-dark. Not worth 

the risk… even with the gun at my disposal.  

I searched above and below each shelving unit. I found three small cans of sweet 

potatoes, some beans and weenies, two cardboard boxes of shelf-stable soy milk that were a bit 

past their expiration date, a couple bottles of mineral water, a small jar of almond butter, and 

even a can of brown bread.  

I had dried rice and beans in the van, but they had to be cooked. A long enough stop to 

boil water and cook was a rare occurrence. But my grocery finds were all good carbs and 

proteins. I wondered briefly if Kara would eat the sweet potatoes. Probably not, but I could 

hope. 

It was a veritable banquet of delicacies. Funny how I never craved steak and chocolate 

anymore. I guess the body learns to adapt and accept.  

I was leaving, but a glass cabinet near the front registers caught my eye. I didn’t see 

anything inside, but I had to make sure. I tried to slide the door open, but it was locked.  

I grabbed a large can from my cart then wrapped my hand in several paper shopping 

bags. My can-holding fist met a brittle resistance and my ears were greeted by the tinkling of 

glass on ugly linoleum.  

At the very back of the cabinet were two canisters of 0 to 12 month Infa-Grow. Toddler 

formula would have been better, but you know what they say about begging and choosing; they 

aren’t interconnected actions.  

I loaded everything into a large, khaki satchel I’d brought from the van.  

I zoomed towards the exit.  



 

 

My race car sounds were pathetic, but Kara laughed again anyway. Megan rolled her 

eyes. When I pulled up to the van, I tickled my eldest mercilessly until she relented, laughed, 

and I was satisfied. Her armpits were especially ticklish and I was cruel enough to exploit that 

fact. It’s a mother’s prerogative after all.   

“Stop, mom!” Megan laughed harder. “Stop! I need to pee!”  

I laughed at my little, serious girl with the tiny bladder.  

I buckled Kara into her car seat and then stood guard beside Megan as she squatted next 

to the van and tinkled. The stream of urine was only slightly pungent.  

When Megan was safely in the van, I loaded our spoils into the front passenger’s seat for 

easy access. Then I relieved the ache in my own bladder. My stream was smelly, decayed; I’d 

held it in too long.  

There were three other cars abandoned at the grocery store. I grabbed the five foot 

stretch of severed hose and the empty gas can from the back of the van. Better get some fuel 

now before nightfall. I told Megan what I was doing and then locked the van doors.  

The nearest car was a burgundy coupe. I looked back at the van; Megan waved. I waved 

and then sighed. This was one of the worst parts of survival-road. I shoved the hose down in the 

gas reservoir of the coupe and then pulled it back. The hose was several inches wet; there 

wouldn’t be enough fuel in it to fill the plastic, ten gallon gas can.  

I stuck the hose back in the gas tank and then put my mouth on the end I was holding. I 

quickly sucked in several short bursts of air to get the gas flowing. I wish I had a clear hose so I 

could see the fuel coming, but I didn’t. I sucked one more time and tasted gasoline. I rushed to 

get the hose into the gas can. My mouth tasted like chemicals and saliva.  

I spit, letting the trail of mucous run down my chin. Liquid wasn’t coming out of the 

hose anymore. The gas can was only a third full. I repeated the process at the next two cars. My 

eyes constantly looked back at the van, making sure the girls were okay.  

I poured the newly acquired gas into the van tank. When I turned the key in the ignition, 

I was relieved to watch the gas gauge needle rise steadily and stabilize just shy of the full tank 

mark.  

I’d already begun driving again when my stomach gurgled with emptiness. I pulled the 

can of brown bread out of the tan satchel. I used the crappy opener on my key chain to open the 

can. Good thing I was a pro at knee-driving.  

I rolled down my window slightly and tossed the jagged lid. I watched the dull piece of 

metal hit the ground and fall, lifeless on the blacktop.  

Who’d have thought- bread in a can? But it was really nice to have that dense and sweet 

taste in my mouth. I gave a chunk of bread to each of the girls, my arm angling awkwardly 

towards the rear seats. I looked in the mirror. 

Kara had a difficult time chewing it, but it calmed her and occupied her mouth. Megan 

hated molasses, but food was scarce and she knew to set a good example for her baby sister. I 

watched her eat the bread dutifully. Her nostril flared slightly. 

“How’s it taste, girls?” I watched Megan’s expression move from dislike to false cheer. 

The transition took obvious effort.  

“Yum.” Megan said with forced enthusiasm. Kara wide-grinned in response; her teeth 

were darkened by small, sticky pieces of brown bread. My ‘Kara approved food-list’ was 

growing: canned peas, canned bread. Now if only I could add sweet potatoes to the list… maybe 

she’d like the almond butter too. It was almost like peanut butter, right?  



 

 

It was late enough now that Kara began to doze. Her little fist rested in her lap, still 

clutching a chunk of food. Her pink stuffed animal was nestled in her car seat beside her.  

I knew I’d need a real stop for some actual rest soon, but not now. I’d push through till 

morning when it was safest. I had enough gas for that. I hoped.  

I opened my glove compartment and pulled out a small, white bottle inscribed Stay 

Awake. I took two of the pills with a gulp of water.  

The falling sun behind the forest seemed angelic, even in the context of these awful 

days. The trees weren’t withered and decayed here, but tall and proud. Not all groves were so 

lucky.  

Dead trees.  

They were our first indication something was really wrong. Whole groves withered and 

grayed.  The trees showed no signs of disease or trauma. It was as if… as if the trees had given 

up on living.  

But we knew now that there was another reason.  

Without access to the upper world, the humanoids had very few material types to work 

with to fabricate their first tools. What our ancestors would have made in early America- bows, 

arrows, spears- were constructed of dried-out root wood and bones harvested from long decayed 

carcasses. Their claws were weapons themselves, but not as effective at range as a spear or bow 

and arrow.  

Trees. Trees that used to give us oxygen and life, died so that we might die; their water 

gathering limbs severed and bastardized. Fancy that. 

I’d been driving for a while now. The girls slept soundly. I wondered if they dreamed 

and if they did, what their minds showed them. Did I really want to know?  

My eyes felt so heavy now. I’d been driving for so long. In a flash, a flash so quick I 

thought it an illusion, I saw the body of a dark snake slither off the pavement and into the tall 

roadside grass.  

Pre-invasion, scientists had recorded steady, continuous declines in the populations of 

voles, snakes, rabbits- any edible creature that sought refuge underground. These declines were 

explained away by soil toxicity, encroaching human habitats, and survival of the fittest. 

Somewhere, at some point, someone was the first to realize that there was another answer- a 

dirty, buried secret.  

It was midnight. The road was so dark. I began to whistle- a sorry sound in the black.  

My headlights illuminated a small, brick structure several yards from the road. Metallic 

legs shone in the light… a cell tower on its side. I glanced at the useless mobile phone sitting on 

the front passenger seat. I don’t know why I kept it.  It was a common mistake we humans 

made- to think that advances made us smarter.  

They didn’t have our technological advances and they did not need them to be effective 

in their dominance. Their attacks on certain areas of the nation were so perfectly orchestrated.  

The best composer in the world could not have delivered a better concerto. Where were 

their satellite phones? Oh, right. They didn’t need things like that to kick the crap out of the 

human race.  

Popular science fiction certainly had it wrong.  

The end was beneath our feet, not above our heads.  

Our world had become so reliant on the ease of things that we were crippled by 

convenience. We were the babes in the woods. We were blind… and scared. And now we were 

a species on the run.  



 

 

“Mom?” A tired voice from the back seat.  

“Yeah, baby?” I could only see the outline of Megan; the rear seats were so shadowed.  

“What time is it?” The question was slurred with sleepiness.  

“Very late. Go back to bed, button.”  

Megan shifted a little and fell silent.   

Silence always gave me too much time to think.  

When the undergrounders came up in full force, we hadn’t stood a chance.  

We knew the killings and disappearances were becoming more common, but no one 

anticipated how much worse it would get. And it did get worse. So bad that I could count on 

two hands and a foot all the living humans I’d encountered on the road to survival.  

It was funny how many of those survivors had asked me for a smoke. I didn’t smoke. I 

wondered how anyone could want for something so frivolous in the wake of such destruction.   

But we were a species that constantly took our gifts for granted. I shouldn’t be surprised 

that some people would cling doggedly to the ways of before. I, for one, was all about the after. 

I mourned the loss of life and I fought to live.  

It was funny, the number of people who would have killed for 20 bucks and a cigarette 

in our old world. Now, a hundred grand and a case of Cubans wouldn’t buy a night of safety for 

even the most affluent person.  

I’d never been affluent. Past economic status didn’t matter nowadays though.  

 

Affluence was a joke and survival the only worthwhile prize.  
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