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for my family and friends
without you, I’d be a zombie




 
 
 
FOUR




 
 
 
Some people are too self-involved to follow fate. 
 
This is their saga.




 
 
episode one
REUNITE



JEFF
We leave as four. 
Years back, he’d repeated this saying often with his three closest friends: Alec, Kale, and Scot. As children and as teens, they always left as four. Then high school ended. A rift in their bond sent them off in separate directions. While Scot headed to college, Alec and Kale stayed in their hometown, Green Hills, but discretely avoided one another. Jeff had joined the Navy before his assignment to the Vault Tactical Force.
While it was the VTF’s biggest mission yet, Jeff couldn’t help but think about his friends. It’s been a long time, boys, but I’ll be back home soon. Once this is over, I’ll see you again, and things will be better. As Jeff thought these things, he hoped he wasn’t being overly optimistic, and he told himself to focus on the mission at hand. 
The old, cramped armored transport Jeff and the other members of the VTF were riding in rocked back and forth up a mountain trail. Constant bumping made him feel sick, and since he was a big guy, he’d never liked small spaces. He couldn’t help but think, This junk of a transport is a hand-me-down most likely, as his large knees nearly touched the specialist sitting across from him. 
Another bump and his stomach tightened.
We leave as four, his mind repeated, trying to keep calm. 
Another bump sent his knee into the specialist. 
“Buy me dinner first,” muttered Jon Evans. 
“Sorry.” Though a large man in his early twenties, Jeff spoke with a deceptively soft voice. 
“Relax,” said Evans. “We’re almost there.” 
“Getting closer isn’t helping.” 
“This is going to be easy.” A short laugh shot out Evans’ nose. “Easiest thing we’ve done.” 
That doesn’t mean much.
Jeff had reported to the VTF almost a year after its creation and had been with them for about a month. Before his transfer to the unit, Jeff had been a submarine technician with the Navy up until a tragic incident cost the lives of his team. Things went poorly for him after that — too many things to count — and he’d been transferred to the VTF. 
The Vault Tactical Force. A unit composed of various individuals from the Army, Marines, Navy, and National Guard. But this was no elite unit. This was not the best of the best. This was a unit of incompetent outcasts, scoundrels, and perhaps, the worst of the worst. 
And although the VTF’s sole purpose was to protect the Vaults, Jeff didn’t even know much about these underground sanctuaries, only that they were constructed in preparation for the supposed Doomsday, October 9, and were meant to withstand the deadliest of apocalypses. But October 9 came and went, yet nothing happened. No plagues, no asteroids, nothing. Nada. 
People had not learned from the mass hysterias of Y2K, Harold Camping, or that misunderstood Mayan prophecy. 
Indeed, those lucky enough to win coveted spots in the Vaults, prior to the supposed Doomsday, became quite unlucky. The inhabitants of the Vaults had been locked in, with millions of people stranded in underground pits around the world. Many months passed before a method to unseal the Vaults was discovered, to release loved-ones lost, to right any wrongs from another apocalypse hoax. 
That was all Jeff really knew about the Vaults, and a storm of questions rushed constantly through his mind, but like Evans always said, ‘At least we’re getting paid.’ And so they traveled up the mountain toward Vault number 88. Soon, all Vault doors would be unlocked, and the VTF had the task of escorting out the inhabitants. 
What could go wrong? 
“Easy,” said Jeff to Evans. “You’re right. This will be easy.” 
“I know. Now get your big sexy knee off me.” 
Running a hand through his sandy blond hair, Jeff looked at the others squished in the armored transport as it continued to rock up the mountain. Most of the team sat blankly but some jittered with wild nerves, like the rookie, Private Gregory Jennings. The most likely one to die on the mission, Jeff mused. 
Far from intelligent, Jennings often annoyed the whole squad. 
Other members of the squad acted like tough guys, hoping to spit a badass one-liner. Others merely wanted a nap, like Pvt. Cruz, who yawned at Jeff’s side. 
Of course, the calmest, as always, was Specialist Jon Evans. Still eyes, focused breathing, strong heart. He leaned forward, arms over his thighs. The sides of his head sprouted short hair, while long strands of straight brown sliced up his skull to his forehead where a little curl hung. 
The VTF was pretty lenient on hairstyles. Another reason for others to mock us. 
Evans caught Jeff’s stare. “Hanging tight?” 
Jeff gave a slight nod. “Just curious, I suppose.” 
“Half a year they’ve been down there. Locked in. Curiosity is natural.” 
Jeff averted his eyes from Evans and shrugged. 
“Let me guess, your friends from home?”
“I didn’t expect this. My reunion is tonight. Bad timing.” 
“Might make it. Hell, I told my uncle I’d meet him at his yacht later.” 
Vibrations ran up Jeff’s feet and he blamed the bumping for his stuttered speech. Fear is the more likely culprit, his mind argued with him as he said, “Maybe we’ll both make it.” 
“Will you two please shut up?” The most horrendous voice in the world had the misfortune of belonging to Corporal Alex Longsong. 
“Yes, sir,” they responded out of respect for rank. 
The armored transport continued its way up the San Juan Mountains, trekking along a steep dirt trail. They were getting close to the top, close to being heroes. 
Another bump. 
“All right, everyone, let’s place bets,” Private Alicia Felix announced with a toss of her long hair. “What’s in there waiting for us?” 
Corporal Longsong entertained her with lustful eyes. “The inhabitants will be fine and dandy.” 
“I bet they’re all hungry and pissed,” said Evans.
“I bet they can’t wait to see their families,” Jeff’s words came out innocently soft. The other VTF members never noticed or bothered to respond. Put some strength in your voice. 
“What about you, Cruzzy?” Felix asked. 
Pvt. Cruz yawned. “Sleeping, everyone.” 
Then Jennings squawked in his raspy voice, “I bet the whole bunch of ‘em are zombies!” 
Corporal Longsong groaned and rubbed his forehead in exasperation. “Why is the rookie always the dumbest?” 
“Enough!” a grizzled voice boomed from the front of the transport. His brawny face turned to the side, revealing his grey handlebar mustache. The leader of the mission, Lt. Mark Sampson, announced what they’d all been waiting for: “We’re here.” 
 
In an open valley surrounded by the San Juan Mountains, Humvees, Jeeps, and armored transports were stationed outside the Vault door. The members of the VTF scattered to their respective positions, monochromatically all dressed in black. A standard VTF uniform consisted of cargo pants, thermal undershirts, Kevlar vests, and if wanted, ballistic helmets. Typically, a VTF member could carry their weapon of choice, if they were properly trained. However, the standards were the M4A1 carbine along with a Beretta M9. 
Jeff stood outside the armored transport his squad had used. Next to him, Lt. Sampson ordered, “Longsong, lead the interior team. Take Jennings, Cruz, Ramon, Felix, and Faith.”
“Yes, sir.” 
Lt. Sampson ordered Jeff and Evans next. “I want you two on that ridge. Make sure there’s no media coverage, got it?” 
Jeff turned north to the upper side of the massive steel Vault door. His eyes scanned the ridge and he knew the climb would be easy. He glanced at the Vault door again. Painted across the door in a faded yellow was the number 88. I hope everyone is okay in there.
Evans said, “You ready?” 
Jeff, not knowing the best response, gave a simple nod, and it was not long before they were on the ridge. Dirt from the climb coated their black uniforms. They surveyed the area; mountains, hills, trees, gray sky . . . no helicopters, no cameras. 
“Why is this such a secret?” Jeff squinted. He cursed himself for forgetting his aviators. Through the clouds, the sun wreaked havoc on his light blue eyes. “I mean, no media? Strange, right?” 
“Eh, so many people screwed up. We get to cover their asses.” 
“Yeah but, the Vault inhabitants, they still have family out here, family who have the right to know.” 
“I don’t ask questions, Jeff. I only do one thing.” Evans swung his M4A1 from his back and gripped it with two hands. “Follow orders.” 
Classic Evans. “Want to finally tell me why you were kicked out of the Marines?” 
“No, not quite.” Evans spat at the dirt and went on to patrol the ridge. 
Jeff turned west. If it weren’t for thick clouds, he’d be able to see his hometown, Green Hills. He hoped for the mission to end quickly and for the Vault inhabitants to come out fine. Time is ticking. 
He had a reunion to attend. 
Thinking about his closest friends, he sighed at the distance now between them. He wondered if Kale and Scot still hated each other, if Alec had become the firefighter he always wanted to be, and every time Jeff thought of these three friends, he always wished things had turned out differently, that they’d chosen different paths after high school and were still best friends. We leave as four. 
The ground beneath Jeff’s feet rumbled. The steel Vault door broke from the earth, emitting a loud scraping squeal as metal ground against rock.
Evans dropped to a knee and raised his carbine. Jeff left his rifle strapped to his back, reminding himself to fear nothing today. 
Nothing can scare me like that day eight years ago. 
Leaning over the ridge, Jeff and Evans watched as Corporal Longsong entered the Vault, followed by five others. 
“Wished Sampson ordered me to go in,” Evans grunted. 
“I seriously doubt you’re missing much. These things were designed to withstand just about anything. They have to be fine in there. An easy enough escort mission, right?” 
“Easy?”
“You said this would be easy.” 
Evans kept a steady stare behind his carbine. “Now I don’t know.” 
“Why?” 
“Not sure. Don’t you sometimes feel fine one minute and in the next, you get some sickening twist in your gut?” 
“Hm.” 
“Hm?” 
Jeff laughed. “You don’t usually say so much at once.” 
Evans groaned. 
Jeff was feeling calmer than before and said, “Easy, Evans. This is going to be easy. Want to know why?”
“Why?” 
“Because—” 
A Humvee exploded into a fireball across the valley, shooting metal shards out in every direction. The bodies of two VTF members flew across the dirt, burnt to a crisp.
“We were wrong, Jeff!” Evans roared as he slid down the ridge to help the others. 
Jeff swallowed, whispered those four words he held dear to his heart, and followed. The screams of the interior VTF team rang through his earpiece. 
“What the hell is that?” 
“It’s got Ramon!” 
“There’s too many of them!” 
“Damn you, Jennings! How’d you know there would be freaking zomb—” Private Faith’s voice was cut off. 
Running behind the sprinting Evans, who darted past Lt. Sampson and went straight for the Vault entrance, Jeff slowed down instead, skidding in the dirt by his superior. “Sir?” They stood next to an armored transport. 
Lt. Sampson removed from his holster a massive, shiny pistol and said, “We’ve been fucking tricked, boys.” 
A Jeep ignited, exploding skyward. Burning pieces rained down on the waiting VTF. A flaming tire bounced right for Jeff but Sampson shoved him out of the way. Jeff landed heavily on the ground, and a sharp pain stung through his body. He coughed several times, dirt flying off his lips, and then he gathered himself and rolled to his stomach. Time slowed in those seconds as he looked under the armored transport. No! 
“Why are they blowing up? What’s happening?” a VTF member yelled; Jeff didn’t recognize the voice. 
“Abort! Fall back!” a voice over his earpiece screamed. 
Jeff ignored their cries. He had to. His eyes locked to C4 attached to the bottom of the transport. Not
now, not like this. Scampering across the dirt, Jeff shoved his arm underneath the transport, straining to reach the C4. His fingers brushed the bomb, but he was unable to reach it. His teeth clenched and a guttural moan broke off from his lips. Gunfire blasted over his earpiece. He lunged. His arm stretched. Another explosion sent a vibration through his body, and his hand wrapped around the explosive ticking to destroy him and his team. He retracted from underneath, faster than he ever thought possible. 
Lt. Sampson saw the bomb in his hands. “Brennan!” 
Jeff sprinted from the vehicle to the trail they’d arrived on. He saw an opening. A cliff. Sliding through dirt, he cocked his arm. Three quick beeps. The moment became a blur and he lost his footing.
“Throw it!” a voice had called seconds earlier. 
Jeff’s body went numb. His feet launched off the ground. Spinning, burning, screaming, he flew through the air. Fire ate his skin. The ground and sky dwindled as one, becoming a mixture of brown and blue, twisting its way to the infinite black. Visions of his best friends—Alec, Kale, Scot—flashed in his mind, and although his world would go dark, he said those words that always gave him light. 
We leave as four.




 
two days earlier



SCOT
He had dreamed of their lunch. On a pier. Together. 
Kelsey—her emerald eyes freed him as an ocean breeze sent calming salt-laden air to his nostrils. His teeth sank in a tuna melt. Strong flavors of fish and red onions blasted across his mouth, and she laughed at him when his lunch dropped from his lips. He didn’t use a napkin. She called him a Neanderthal. Kelsey. Her sweet smile. Her hypnotizing laugh. Kelsey. But he had lost her. A wave took her away in his dream. He pushed her away in real life. Angela became his new main squeeze. But he always thought of her: Kelsey, Kelsey, Kelsey. 
And maybe that was why he missed her so.
And maybe that was why he’d slipped into Angela’s roommate. 
“Harder.” The roommate’s whisper tickled his ear as his head pressed against her face. First Angela’s neighbor. Now her roommate. Don’t blame your cursed unmentionable. This is your own doing. Wet sounds of thrusting, smacking and laughing filled the room. The girl’s moans rose into an inevitable scream. A finger to her full lips quieted her. How Scot loved full lips. Angela didn’t have them, but her roommate did. And so he thrust into her without remorse. 
Do it like the asshole you are, Scotty. With his free hand, he brought a whiskey bottle to his mouth. Liquor swirled inside glass and for some odd reason, it gave him the urge to bend the roommate over and have his way with her. However, she made the next move, reaching through his wavy strawberry-blond hair. 
“You can relax, you know. She’s not home,” the roommate cooed, her nails scratching his back. 
Clearly. If she were here, I’d be in her. 
Scot gave his classic cocky smirk. “If you say relax, I relax.” 
The roommate glanced at the bottle he was drinking from. “Do you really need that right now?” She let out a slight moan. 
A pleasured moan or an annoyed moan? Either one works, I suppose. 
“As much as I need you right now.” 
The roommate tried to shove Scot off, but the attempt had zero conviction. “What does that mean?” 
“Means I need both?” Scot shrugged. 
She bit her lip as a strand of blonde hair fell over her forehead. How he loved blondes. 
He fought the distraction. “Why do you care anyway? You know what this isn’t. I’m with Angie.” 
“Of course I know that. She’s my roommate, ass. So why screw around with me?” 
“I guess, well, I guess it felt right?” He drank. 
The roommate chuckled her disbelief. “You’re such a little prick, Scot.” 
Obviously. The empty bottle dropped from his hand and with the loss of his liquor, he finally turned his full attention to the girl. He gave one more thrust before she stopped him, snapping, “What the hell are you doing?” 
“Oh. Did you want me to stop?” 
“Yeah, you’re dirt. Get off me.” 
He immediately hopped off the small bed. “Angie will be back soon, probably.” 
“Yeah, you don’t want to be caught in bed with her fat roommate.”
Scot laughed his reply, “Not fat.” 
The roommate sat straight, folding her arms to cover her exquisite breasts. How he loved exquisite breasts. “That’s probably the whiskey talking.” 
“Why have sex with me if I’m such a douche-hole?” He pulled his jeans, stumbling to the door.
“The mimosas,” she quickly retorted. “And I’m miserable.” 
He stared at the empty bottle of whiskey. “So am I.” 
“You know what they say about misery, right?” 
“It loves to fuck.” 
The roommate grabbed at her hair in frustration. “Ugh, your confidence is attractive. Most girls dig that.” 
“Confidence?” Scot struggled to clothe himself, fumbling his collared shirt. “What about being nice? Girls don’t like nice guys anymore?” He hiccupped. 
The roommate leaned forward. “Not when they’re fooling around with their roommate’s boyfriend. See, nice guys are good for dating. They’re good for relationships. Guys like you, well, you would be a shitty boyfriend. I mean, you
are
a shitty boyfriend. Angela will realize this one day.” 
Psychology major? “Yeah, sure, thanks. But uh, so you’re not telling her, right?” 
Still covering herself with her hands, the roommate rolled her eyes. “Please. Angela is so clueless, not to mention absolutely crazy. She will never find out. Not from me, at least.” 
Scot stopped in the doorway. “Some roommate she has.” 
“Some boyfriend she has.”
After Scot shut the door, he paused only momentarily in the living room before leaving the apartment. He was well aware he’d done a terrible thing, but he felt nothing. His girlfriend Angela — the one he’d just cheated on with her roommate — didn’t even cross his mind. His thoughts always returned to Kelsey. KELSEY. How he loved Kelsey. They’d started dating freshman year of high school and lasted many years after, and when a crowded world had become scared, sinking to hell, Kelsey gave him a lone spark of hope and—
Scot groaned to himself. Get over it. But too often, he thought about his past, and his mind traveled back there. 
Since leaving Kelsey two years ago, he’d been seeking escape in his self-described sex-capade, sleeping with copious amounts of girls and indulging in gallons of booze. Why had he stuck around with Angela for three months? Something about her reminded him of Kelsey, he supposed, although they looked nothing alike. Of course, the same connection with Kelsey didn’t exist. Not even close. You’ll never get those feelings again, so keep drinking, keep screwing, because that’s all you have now. 
Feelings, he laughed at the word. Was it that day in high school that deprived him of love? Or was Kelsey the one who held it? He loved all sorts of other things, sure, but the greatest feeling of all — his love for Kelsey — made them meaningless in comparison. Will you man-up and leave already? And although telling someone to man-up was sexist, he did leave Angela’s apartment. But his thoughts kept attacking him. 
Shut up, mind! He tried to never feel sorry for himself. Emo kids continuously wallowing in self-pity annoyed him. However, the more girls he slept with, and the more booze he downed, the more he felt human. Irish human. Scot smiled at this last thought. 
Outside, stairs leading to a parking lot flew under his feet. He nearly trampled over himself when he ran into her. Angela. Girlfriend. He jerked back and grabbed a rail, clearing his throat. “Oh, Angie. Hey.” 
Angela’s almost non-existent lips pursed skeptically to the side. “What are you doing here?” 
No hesitation in his response. “I came to surprise you.”
She clutched at his hand. “Awww, what were you going to surprise me with?” 
Fucking your roommate. He leaned against a wall with one arm and gave her that dirty smirk. “I’m going to my hometown to meet some old friends and thought you should tag along.” 
Angela jumped at Scot like an excited child. “Come upstairs!” She tugged at his now hesitant body, but he followed with little resistance, staring at Angela’s thick-shaped frame. Not overweight, just meaty in all the right places for his tastes. 
They entered her apartment and the roommate, draped in a black silk robe, greeted them immediately. “Hey, it’s the lovely couple.” 
Angela let an embarrassed smile form as she pulled Scot to her room, her bed. He avoided any eye contact with the roommate. Not that it matters. 
In the end, does any of this really matter? 
Sitting at her bedside, the slender Scot blankly stared at Angela’s moving mouth. Instead of listening to her, he thought about his childhood friends with whom he’d reunite with for the first time in nearly five years. Scot wondered if they were living in a bottomless pit like him. Alec had Nicole, Jeff had the Navy, and Kale, well, Kale probably still lived in his dream world. Scot had booze and girls—things most people never complained about having in abundance. Yet, he still desired to fill an empty void in himself. Way to be a stereotype. He again thought losing Kelsey had caused it all. Or maybe it began on that dreadful day at high school eight years ago. Or maybe he was just being pathetic. 
“Are you even listening?” Angela asked, her mouth hanging open and eyebrows raised. 
“Huh? Oh. I agree.” If he ever blanked out during a conversation, which was frequent, he’d agree with whatever the other person said. 
This stupid tactic rarely worked in his favor. 
“Yes!” Angela hugged her boyfriend and kissed him on the nose. She brushed through his wavy hair, her hand feeling much like the roommate’s—feeling like nothing at all. 
Scot wondered what he’d just agreed to. 
With so much excitement in Angela’s voice, maybe she did have the crazies like the roommate had said. “I can’t wait to meet your parents!”	
You had to not listen and agree, you worthless occupier of air. 
 
A day later, Scot and Angela sped around a turn in his SUV as music blasted out of old speakers. He’d always enjoyed the drive down the Pacific Coast Highway. The scenery alone made the drive worth it. And with the shiny ocean surface at his side, he thought of that pier from his dream. Kelsey. He wondered if she was still in Green Hills. 
“Will you slow down? You’re freaking me out.” 
“Huh? Oh, sorry, Angie,” said Scot, distracted. 
She reached over and interlaced her fingers with his. “You okay?” Her touch really did nothing for him. Not like Kelsey’s touch had done for so long. 
He pretended to concentrate on the road. “Yeah, fine. I haven’t been home in a long time.”
“You’re going to see family and friends. Might help with whatever is bothering you.” 
She reads me pretty well, minus the obliviousness to the whole cheating thing. “Yeah I guess,” Scot mumbled, hand tight around the steering wheel. She deserves better. 
“You want to talk about it?” 
“I’m good for now, but thanks.” 
Angela tightened her fingers around his. “You’re only twenty-three. Why be sad or stressed when there’s a lifetime right in front of you?” 
How do I respond to that? The highway narrowed in front of him. His eyes stayed on the road. 
“Here, this will help you relax.” Angela leaned close, unzipped his jeans, and lowered her head. 
She reads me really well. 
They continued driving south and were an hour from Scot’s hometown. They’d eventually arrive in suburbia, one which was beautiful, with lush green scenery, sandy beaches, and a refreshing ocean. Don’t forget the rich spoiled kids and the plentiful supply of hot soccer moms. 
Sometimes Scot missed Green Hills, but not often. Too much had happened to enjoy what Green Hills offered. But a part of him felt it time to go home, while another part of him had the sickest of feelings, and yet another part of him wanted to screw around. 
How he loved screwing around.



KALE
Don’t look back. Never look back. 
Grotesque moans crawled into his ears, rotten feet rushed behind him, and sweat filled his palms as he sprinted through the school. Legs flying, hands chopping at his sides, he released short breaths. The school hallways were abandoned but for some shredded corpses and trampled essays. Don’t look back. Never look back. 
Kale sprinted for freedom when he heard Tonic call out, “I’m screwed back here!”
Reluctance consumed his fingers but he slowed anyway. A quick turn revealed Tonic crouching, holding a sub-machine gun, spraying an onslaught of bullets at the oncoming horde. Blood and flesh splattered in every direction. CLICK. The ammo clip fell from Tonic’s weapon. Dozens of flesh eaters swarmed, yards away from feasting on him. 
“Run!” Kale’s lips touched his headset, which smelled like nachos, and he quickly followed his own advice, fleeing for safety. 
“We can take them!” Tonic remained in place as he loaded another clip into his sub-machine gun. Soon enough, shrieks echoed down the hall. Skin was shredded off Tonic’s body, ripped by bloodstained mouths and claws. Tonic reached back toward Kale in a plea for help, but within moments, Tonic’s arm was pulled off. 
Meh. Kale continued his headlong escape, passing empty lockers, scattered notebooks, and abandoned backpacks. The horde is right on my tail. Hide. He leapt to the right, landing in an empty classroom. Door slammed. Door rammed. His predators scratched at the barrier, seeking him. On second thought, this was a terrible idea. 
“Howard, where are you, man?” Kale yelled through his headset. He frantically twirled until his eyes locked on another door on the opposite side of the classroom. A sea of desks stood between him and his exit, his freedom. 
“I’m outside. Where are you guys?” Howard responded in his nasally voice.
“I’m pinned in the art classroom.”
“Damn, dude! I told you guys not to go in the school. IT’S A TRAP.”
“Just shut up and come help me!” Kale’s words cut off. Eyes widened as the door snapped open. “They’re breaking through!” He backed away, and the infected tumbled over each other, the fallen door splintering beneath their weight. Kale squeezed some type of pistol. He didn’t know the name of it, for he was no commando. Three zombies fell before ammo left him. Alone, once again, with them. He cursed and sprinted to the other side of the room. The infected rushed along with him, reaching out to him as if trying to hold his hand. I won’t put out! A few cut in front faster, cornering him. “Bye, Howard.” 
Without warning, a stream of bullets ripped through the infected bodies and a voice screamed, “Yaaahooo!”
Standing behind the steaming pile of zombies, Howard hoisted a massive machine gun. “Man, I saved your ass again, bitch!” He joyfully skipped in place, looking like a complete buffoon. 
Something murdered his celebration. An approaching force trembled the room. 
Outside . . . in the hall . . . it comes! 
Silently, Howard stared at Kale, then looked at the door and jumped. “Dude, run!” 
Too late. 
The wall of the classroom smashed down as a huge infected roared in. Its hulking arms swung around viciously with no real aim. 
Howard froze in place as the gigantic creature pummeled its way for him. He screamed so loudly it burned Kale’s ears, “Horse manure!” The infected monster swatted Howard, sending the small man flying across the room. He exploded against a wall, a wave splattering from his body. Sticking to the wall a few seconds before sliding slowly to the floor, a blood trail and organs followed, dripping and toppling over Howard’s body. 
“No!” Kale’s throat burned. But really just, meh. He spun to his right, jumping over a desk toward the other classroom door. He tugged it open, and in his stupidity, paused to take one last glance at the creature. 
Don’t look back.
Never look back. 
A chair hurled its way through the air, nailing Kale in the face and knocking him to the ground. His weak arms fought to press off the cold floor. Stand. Freedom. With blurring vision, he stared at the creature hovering over him. He swore it smiled before bashing him to bloody mush. 
Kale dropped his video game controller as he watched his character meet its most-unwelcoming fate. His face flushed with frustration. “Shit! Was almost getting into it.” He kicked the controller at the flat screen TV his parents had bought him when he moved in with Howard over a year ago. He smacked the video-game case. “I’m done playing, Howard. This game isn’t fair.” He took off his headset and, slumping on the couch in the living room of their apartment, stared at takeout boxes and dirty clothes scattered about. Two flies swarmed over a half-eaten burrito. Still good? 
A high-pitch whine shot from Howard’s mouth, who approached from his own room. “Life isn’t fair, dude. But we gotta take them all down with us every chance we get. One bullet at a time.” He entered the living room, holding a game controller, still wearing his headset. 
Kale raised a thick dark eyebrow. “You make no sense.” 
“How the hell do we beat this game? I heard it was tough, but damn.” Howard pushed his thin-framed glasses up his nose. It twitched. He sat next to Kale on the dirty blue couch, scratching his scalp through his oily brown hair. “Let’s try again, yeah?”
“I don’t know, man, seems as impossible as a real apocalypse.” 
Howard hopped once in excitement. “Oh, dude, a real apocalypse! Hah! I would be the best zombie killer, man. I hope they come. I’ll freaking be like, like, Will Smith in I Am Legend.” A rat-a-tat of machine gun noises spat off his lips as he pretended to hold an invisible weapon. 
“Except you’re not black. And I can’t believe you referenced that movie. The world forgot about it, so should you.” Kale smiled, and before Howard could counter, his cell phone vibrated. “Shit, Alec.”
“Tell him you’re going to Comic-Con instead of that jizz-sauce reunion.” 
“No, look, I should really see them. Been forever.”
“But you promised to go to Comic-Con with me. It’s going to be legend—” 
Kale pointed a finger. “Don’t you dare finish that sentence. Don’t you do it.”
“All right, bro, but seriously, you promised.” 
“I know, I know, it’s this damn reunion crap,” Kale muttered as he watched his friend lower his head. “Come on, man! Listen, come with me tonight, then we’ll catch the last day of the Con.” 
“Okay, okay, but only if we suit—”
“Don’t you dare say suit up.”
“Dammit, you never let me quote How I Met Your Mother. You know I’ve been on a marathon binge.” 
“Yeah, you can quote it when I’m dead.” 
Howard scratched his cheek. “Right, well I guess I should get ready now.” He paused after standing and said, “Then we should do some more zombie slaying?”
“Nope, enough of that. Hell, you might as well be a zombie, since you never go out or anything.” 
“Yeah, yeah, whatever. Save the preachy shit for someone else. Now, I’m going to, wait for it . . .” 
Kale raised a fist, mock-angry. “Nooo!” 
“Suit up!” 
Kale laughed, watching his scrawny friend skip to his room. Imbecile. I live with a freaking imbecile. But I love him. 
Scattered clothes covered Kale’s room. Three movie posters lined beige walls. They consisted of Spider-Man, Dawn of the Dead, and Blade. He’d loved those movies growing up, watching them repeatedly. 
Sitting by his bedroom window, viewing the courtyard, Kale thought about calling her. But he knew he shouldn’t. A quick scroll through his contact list brought his index finger to hover over her name. Kelsey. If you pursue her, you’ll end up in a love triangle with Scot. Avoid love triangles at all costs! 
Kale sighed and shut his phone. Sunlight broke through shades, shining off his jet-black hair, and the warmth made him quickly think of her again. 
Kelsey had stopped talking to him for some time, confusing him since they’d been getting along great. With Scot off at college, he’d been able to hang out with her as he pleased. He adored her friendly, sometimes-sarcastic company. And he’d lost her, along with his girlfriend, Brittany, around the same time. 
Brittany, he knew why he lost her. However, Kelsey—
His phone vibrated. 
“Yo, Alec, what’s up, buddy? Yeah, yeah I’m coming. No, of course I’m excited. Yeah, dude, shall be good. Yeah, I’m bringing my buddy Howard.” Kale laughed lightly. “No, no, I’m not gay. Ha! All right, sounds good. Wait, is Scot coming for sure?”
Kale grimaced as he hung up. 
I have to see that self-involved, self-loathing, backstabbing piece of monkey-shit again? Meh.



SCOT
You look like a Jewish Leprechaun. 
His reflection revealed disheveled strawberry blond hair, uneven sideburns, and pale skin. Clean up before tonight, he reminded himself as he sat on his old bed in his parents’ house. He listened to rushing water coming from his bathroom. Angela was soaking herself. 
Leaning back on the comforter of his bed, staring at a light blue ceiling, Scot flopped a hand to the side and pulled the nightstand open. Rummaging blindly, his fingertips felt a picture. A quick yank and he stared at the face he longed for. Kelsey. 
In the photograph, Scot was much shorter and even skinnier than now. He had a bright smile as he held her. Happiness. 
He pressed a finger to her image, feeling like quite the creeper. He missed her so. After tucking the picture in his back pocket, then checking the time on his watch, he hopped off his bed. Warm moisture touched his face as he poked his head in the bathroom. “Hey, Ang, I’m running out. Be back in thirty.” 
“Okay, babe!” 
Scot saw her wet slippery body through steamy glass, and got a quick urge to join her, but he controlled his libido (a rare occurrence) and left. He had two choices of shops to get a haircut, either would do. He parked his silver 4Runner and hopped off the driver’s seat, nearly teetering over. “Damn depth perception!” He composed himself, walked inside the barbershop, and signed his name. Three people before him. How I hate waiting. He sat down, grabbed a magazine, and looked at those around him. 
All unfamiliar faces. It’s been a long time, not sure why I would see anyone I know or—
A fat woman tried to keep her young son quiet. The kid yelled in rebellion. The sound ravaged Scot’s ears worse than usual, probably because of his hangover. Learn how to control your kid, he thought, as if he knew any better. Screaming kids should be banished to the darkness whence they came. 
A few minutes later, he finished flipping through the magazine and tossed it down. He sighed, then gave the salon a more attentive scan. His gaze landed on one of the hairstylists. Jackpot. He found the young woman enticing. Early twenties, he guessed, with shoulder-length light blonde hair tied in a pony tail. His wandering eyes traveled from the rear of her head, past her slender back, right to her firm behind, which was squeezed in tight black pants. How he loved firm behinds. Scot’s mind drifted as the stylist spun around. 
Their eyes immediately connected and the room froze. Those green eyes. Warmth shot through his body. A familiar warmth. Kelsey.
“Scot?” 
He shifted in his chair while his mouth dangled open. 
Do something. He lurched to his feet, stared at her for a second, and then fled, rushing out to the parking lot. Not this! What are you doing? He made it to his SUV and fumbled with his keys. They jingled off his fingers, landing on cement. Bending down to pick them up, he accidentally kicked them in his hurry. Fuhhh—
“Scot, what are you doing? You can’t say hi?” He felt her closing in on him. 
What ARE you doing? A deep sigh rolled off his lips as he turned to face her. “Uh, hey, Kels, how you been?” His eyes shifted around and would occasionally connect with her. Look at her, you limp dick. 
“What are you doing here?” Kelsey shined brightly under the beaming sun. Yet a dark bitterness consumed Scot’s gut.
“I had no idea you work here. I’m, um, sorry?” Scot shrugged sheepishly. 
“Oh, you’re sorry? You just leave me two years ago and don’t tell me why, don’t answer my phone calls, you just, just leave,” Kelsey snapped and threw her hands up in frustration. Scot could tell she’d been holding this in for far too long. “Now you have the audacity to show up and you won’t even talk to me? Come on, Scot, grow up.” 
“I. Uh. What?”
“You know what? Forget it. Act how you want, you’re not worth the headache—again.” She stormed back for the shop, but paused briefly. She wants to say something. Say anything. I’m weak. Be my strength, Kelsey.
The door slammed shut behind her. 
Scot leaned against his SUV, sliding his keys with his foot. Well, that intensified quickly. He laughed to himself at how poorly he’d handled the situation, picked the keys up, opened the car door, and stared at the barbershop one last time. You’ve missed her so much. Go back. Go to her. Knowing he would end up just driving away, his mind traveled back to the day that ended their relationship, a day that seemed to outweigh all the others but one . . . 
 
two years earlier
 
His heart beat against Kelsey’s head as she rested on his chest. It comforted him. Six years they’d been together, and he never grew tired of this feeling. She rose, but he pretended to still sleep. Her gaze touched upon his face before she kissed his forehead. How he loved her kiss. She soon left and entered the bathroom, and the shower spurted to life. 
A strong vibration interrupted Scot’s rest. A text message sent to Kelsey’s phone. Scot’s vision blurred into focus, his contacts dry. He felt the phone next to his leg on the bed. The text was from his ol’ pal Kale. At first, he ignored it. After all, Kale and Kelsey had both stayed in Green Hills after high school and still hung out a lot. Their friendship never bothered Scot, though he’d perfected his talent at avoiding the bastard Kale. 
Scot fell back, shut his eyes, and listened to running water in the bathroom. Her phone vibrated, another text from Kale. Scot groaned: What do you want, jackass? 
The text message read: Sorry it got weird :). 
Ignoring the fact Kale used a smiley face, the text still bothered him. So, acting with vague rationale, Scot read the whole conversation. Kelsey has gone through my texts before. Although the couple sometimes had trust issues, he was never concerned. Well, usually never. 
Kale - Hey, the other night was a lot of fun.
Kelsey - Yeah. I drank too much...
Kale - Ha ha! Yeah you did. Remember the end of the night?
Kelsey - Not really, got in your car, then...
Kale - I was getting ready to drive but you kept hitting me
Kelsey - Sorry, I know you hate it when I get aggressive.
Scot’s heart sped. Kelsey would never cheat on him. Would she? Scot had always been faithful to her—the thought of being with another woman wasn’t even appealing. Plus, with Kale? I don’t think she’s attracted to Koreans, is she?
Scot pushed the phone away, fighting the urge to read more. Something wouldn’t let him stop. You fool! 
Kale – Yeah, you kept hitting me. We had sex in the back of my car. That part was pretty great, but then you started hitting me again...really annoying. Ha ha, ;).
A winking face? Scot’s whole body went hot. His limbs shaking, he shut his eyes, prayed he’d hallucinated the whole thing, and then glanced at the text again. Its damning presence was still there. His control vanished and the phone flew from his hands, bouncing off a wall. He wanted to scream, wanted to confront Kelsey, wanted to kick Kale’s ass. Instead, something within him was buried. He went numb, felt nothing. He sat straight on the bed, remaining motionless in his empty corpse. 
You knew it was too good, too perfect. You’re cursed. 
Somehow, Scot’s clothes came on. He had no memory of getting dressed. He floated to the door in a numb rage, not looking back, not for a second. His body moved without his control and he eventually realized he was sitting in his SUV. Light rain mixed with dirt covered the windshield. His head dropped to the steering wheel as he closed his eyes again, fighting for something. Anything. 
The SUV started. As he pulled out the parking lot, rain poured down harder. He didn’t make it far until he saw her. Brittany. Kale’s girlfriend—or whatever she was. Scot had met Brittany numerous times. He wondered why she was running out alone in the rain. Some life sparked back in him, enough for him to pull over to the side of the road. Keep going, idiot. 
He rolled down his window and called, “Hey, Brit, need a ride?” 
“Scot! Thanks!” The short, dark-haired girl hopped onto the front seat. She was wearing jean shorts and a light blue low-cut tank top. Water beating off her cleavage mesmerized Scot, drawing him in like a fly to a light. How he loved a tantalizing cleavage. Rain had also soaked through her shirt, revealing a light pink bra. He didn’t care what color bras were, they simply contained what really mattered. 
Or possibly protect the eyes.
“I can’t believe it’s raining like this right now, crazy right?” Brittany tried to get his attention.
Finally, he came to his senses. Briefly. He realized he’d been staring blankly at her cleavage for several long moments. He shook off his daze. “Huh? Yeah, sorry I’m out of it. Where you headed?”
“Oh, just up the street to my mom’s place. How long are you in town for?” Brit pulled out her lip gloss and puckered her plump, soft lips. Such lust-inducing lips. 
Damn it. But chances are she doesn’t even want me, so forget it. 
“I was planning on leaving tonight, how come?”
She smiled. “There’s a party I want to go to, but everyone is busy, and Kale is off somewhere with Howard, ignoring me once again, so I don’t know. I don’t want to go by myself . . .”
“That’s too bad.” Scot paused for a few seconds. What are you doing? He cleared his throat. “Well, I don’t mind going.”
“Really? That would be great! Kelsey, too! I’ll text her.” Kelsey was Brit’s neighbor, and she’d introduced Brit to Kale. 
A real matchmaker. Scot cleared his throat. “Actually, she’s busy tonight, but we can still go.” 
Brit lowered her phone. By the glow in her eyes, she liked that idea. Would she embrace it, though? “Oh, I guess that’s cool. How about you come to my mom’s with me real quick. I need to pick something up. Then I’ll get ready and it should be about time to leave.”
Maybe she does want me? No. Blow off your steam, rationalize the situation, return to Kelsey. They soon reached her mom’s place and he parked along the street. Brit got out first. He lingered in the car, pulling his phone out. It’d vibrated several times ever since Brit got in the car. Two missed calls from Kelsey. With no hesitation, he turned the phone off. Can’t believe this is happening. Can’t believe I’m doing this. Talk to Kelsey. Listen. Maybe it’s a misunderstanding 
He ignored his own advice. 
Time was a lost memory as he got to the party, as he took shots with Brit, as he danced with her and finally, as he followed her to a laundry room. Of course it would happen — he knew it the moment she didn’t tell Kelsey they’d gone to the party. She wanted him. He needed her. Their lips pressed together in a hurried kiss, and he tossed her clothes aside. She leaned over a washing machine, and as he lifted her skirt, pulling down her thong, he didn’t think twice about Kelsey, about Kale, about anything. He went blank as he slid in to the girl who meant nothing to him. The ones who mean nothing, who end up being there when you need them the most, and somehow, still end up meaning nothing. 
On finishing, Scot went to a bathroom and faced the mirror. His blue eyes stared back at his own empty shell. He wanted to feel regret for what he’d just done, wanted to feel disgust, wanted to feel anger at Kale and Kelsey. He wanted to feel something. What if the text was a joke? What if—
No. If it looks and sounds like cheating, kill the ignorance. 
And as he returned to reality, locking in the present day, he found himself in his old bedroom once again. Angela sat, fully dressed, ready and excited for the reunion he just wanted to avoid. The obligation to attend became so heavy that missing it was an option that decayed long ago. 
“You didn’t get a haircut.” 
“Oh.” Scot paused then gave a sneaky-little-shit smirk. “I decided to stick with the ol’ Jew Fro.” 
“You’re funny,” she said. Then the inevitable question arrived. “So am I going to meet any ex-girlfriends tonight?” 
Scot couldn’t help but snort. “What? No. It’s just the guys tonight and probably Alec’s girl.” 
“Nicole. How long have they been together?” 
“Forever.” 
Angela grabbed his hand and cooed, “Do you think we’ll be forever?” 
No. But could he say that? Could he be a decent human being and let her go? She deserves better, naïve as she is. And I deserve nothing. He parted his lips; the words hovered on the tip of his tongue. Let her go. Just let her go.
Then his phone vibrated. He slid it open and saw a group text from Alec—the one friend he wanted to see the most. 
Alec – Anyone hear from Jeff?



ALEC
He was sitting in his Jeep, staring at his own disappointed eyes in the rearview mirror. Don’t cry, don’t you dare cry. He was stronger than this. He knew he was stronger than this. 
Grabbing his straight black hair, he fought off tears and turned away from the mirror, feeling like a little kid who just received the worst possible news, like if his dog had been run over, or if a poop had slipped down his pants. 
Damn it. 
Sniffling a couple times and wiping his face, he stared at the Green Hills Fire Department in the distance. An onslaught of terrible words wandered into his head but Alec didn’t believe in swearing. Nicole despises such filthy language. So do I. 
Ever since elementary school, he’d planned on being a firefighter, had even kept the dream alive throughout the years until he eventually landed a probationary period at the Lake Terrace Fire Department — a city neighboring Green Hills. But during his time at Lake Terrace, Alec had frozen up and cost the life of a fellow firefighter, and so had needed a break from the job. 
Some time after the incident, Alec tried to realize his dream of being a firefighter again, and he’d just interviewed at the department in his hometown, Green Hills. 
A third and final denial crushed his heart. 
In 15 minutes, he’d have to face his fiancée, Nicole. Although they were both only in their early twenties, Alec had taken the plunge a few months earlier and proposed to his girlfriend of seven years. With the financial support of their parents, they’d moved into a small townhouse near the coast. He had a blessed life and he knew it. Nicole, a loving family, a fine house and good health — everything he wanted except that one thing: his dream job of fighting fires. 
Green Hills was the perfect place to raise a family with Nicole. Now a dying dream, I know it. 
Alec parked in his driveway but hesitated in getting out of the car. He worried about Nicole’s reaction. What if she thinks I’m pathetic? What if she leaves me? What if— 
No. Get a grip. He took several deep, calming breaths, frustrated that he didn’t usually indulge in such weak thoughts. Struggling to escape all the negativity and cynicism that now roiled through his mind, he thought of his childhood. Think like old Alec. Growing up, he’d been the levelheaded one out of his group of friends. The brave leader. But eight years ago—that day in high school—a tragedy had changed him. 
It’d changed all four of them. 
“Think like the old Alec,” he commanded himself. “We leave as four.” 
Tonight he would see his old friends, enjoy a drink or two, and be with the woman who owned his heart. Relief. Looking in the mirror again, he wiped the remains of tears from his brown eyes, fixed his short dark hair, and took a few more breaths. Just like the old Alec. From the front seat, he grabbed sunflowers he’d bought for Nicole and entered his home. 
An hour later, he pulled out of her. I never should’ve doubted her. He walked to the bathroom for a shower when Nicole moaned at him to come back. 
“Do we have to go already? I want to play more.” She laughed, causing the white sheet to slip from her breasts and nestle around her sun-kissed legs. 
Alec flashed her a smile, admiring her tousled brown hair. “Wanna come play in the shower?” 
Nicole leapt from the bed and joined him. 
21 minutes later, they were drying off and dressing. Nicole began applying her make-up but paused momentarily. “Are you sure it’s okay that I come? It’s your time to be with your friends. I’ll just hang with Sadie.” 
Alec leaned over her, staring at her big brown eyes in the mirror. Soft curls dangled over her forehead. He brushed his fingers across her skin, turning her face to his. “It’s perfectly fine. I’m sure Scot will bring a girl anyway. Last I heard he’s quite the womanizer.” Alec gave her a quick kiss. She grabbed his chin, demanding another. 
My queen gets what she wants. 
Nicole laughed such sweet laughter. “Scot, a womanizer? Don’t see it. He and Kelsey were perfect together. What happened? She won’t tell me the real reason, even after all this time.”
“No idea, babe. All I know is that I’m ready for a fantastic night.” 
Nicole reached her arms behind him and grabbed his butt. Her laughing gaze floated up to meet his. “You want a hand jibbers before we go?” 
“Jibbers?” he laughed. “What has gotten into you, babe?” 
“I decided to stop taking things so seriously.” She tightened her grip. 
“You’re a fiend today. Who is this new Nicole?” 
“Oh, you know, I just love you.” She kissed his flat stomach. 
“I love every version of you.” 
 
In the late afternoon, Alec and Nicole arrived to the venue where the reunion would be held: his brother’s bar, The Last Round. The place was empty. They waited for his brother, sitting at a tall circular table. Alec leaned across it, smiling at Nicole and rubbing her hand with his thumb. His brother, Brian, soon greeted them, coming in from his office. 
“Thanks again for letting us use this place tonight, bro,” Alec said after Brian poured them some tequila shots. 
“No problemo, Alejandro. You boys and gals have it to yourself, so enjoy.” He slapped Alec on the back. 
Alejandro. While he didn’t hate his given name, he preferred being called Alec. The reason why was lost back in middle school. 
Brian continued, “Erica will be here in a little bit to serve drinks and whatnot. Everything is on the house but you should tip her well, yeah?” After taking the shot of tequila, Brian wiped his black goatee with his hand. “I’ll be in my office. Let me know if you need me.” The twenty-nine-year-old smacked his younger brother on the shoulder once more, gave Nicole a friendly smile, and returned to his office in the back of the establishment.
Nicole turned to Alec. “So, I decided to invite Sadie and she’s going to bring a couple friends. I figured, hey, Kale and Jeff will enjoy some more chicks around.” 
“More girls? My friends will love you for that.” Alec smiled and kissed her on the forehead. He looked at the black watch that covered most of his wrist. “You know,” he said and stood, hovering over her, “we have a couple hours until Scot, Kale and Homer get here.” After saying that, Alec began to gently massage her shoulders. He kissed along her collarbone. I want her again. I always do. 
“Wait. Stop. You have to tell me how Jeff got the nickname Homer.”
“You’ll have to ask him later tonight.” He continued the massage. 
“No, come on, tell me now,” she pleaded, her eyes wide and sorrowful.
“Nope. I’m going to keep you in suspense.” Alec pinched her playfully.
“Stop!” she giggled, slapping his hand. 
Alec kept pinching at her while she tried to wiggle away. She tripped over a stool causing them both to crash as Alec reached out and caught her. They continued their little laugh fest on the wooden floor until they caught their breath. Lying on Nicole, he gazed lovingly into her bright brown eyes. Nothing makes me happier than she does. “You know I’m crazy about you.” His words traveled in a light whisper. 
“You’re adorable.” Nicole wrapped a hand behind his neck, looked ready to kiss him until she hid her lips. 
Teasing me! Alec’s mouth shot for her and— 
Someone’s throat cleared. Erica, the waitress, was standing over them. “Sorry to interrupt,” she started and sat at the closest bar stool, chomping enthusiastically on a piece of gum. “I guess I can come back later.” 
“What? No, you’re fine, we were, uh . . .” 
Erica smiled at the couple still lying awkwardly on the hard floor. “Seeing how good the wood is?”



KALE
The Last Round.
“What a stupid name for a bar.” Howard raised a hand, hoping for a high-five. He was left hanging. 
They were sitting in Kale’s truck as he looked at the flickering neon sign that hung above the bar’s wooden patio. “I wonder who’s here.” 
“Nervous?”
“I guess. I don’t know. It’s been a long-ass time.” 
Howard rummaged through his backpack, yanked out a flask. “Here. Liquid courage.” 
“Dude, we’re at a bar.” 
“Yeah, so? Pre-game, bro!” Although he looked the stereotypical nerd, Howard talked and acted like a frat brother. 
But he’d made a very good point. “Meh, screw it.” Kale grabbed the flask, pouring its contents down his throat. He choked a couple times. “What the hell is this?” 
“Perfection,” Howard said, smiling vapidly. 
“What’s in there?” 
“Just go with it.” Howard stared vacantly out the window. “Man, I’m so excited for Comic-Con. I swear when I get there, I’m going to Comic-Cum all over the place.” 
Silence filled the truck. Howard looked back at Kale, who gave him a blank stare. “I have no response to that, Howie.”
“Yeah, yeah. Well, you’re not being yourself.” Howard gave his typical look, the one where he clearly wanted to ask something but didn’t want to start the conversation. 
Kale had seen this look plenty of times, so he sighed and gave the necessary assist. “What?” 
“I’m curious.” 
“Okay, what?”
“Remember when you were really drunk and you told me about saving your friends in high school?” 
Kale’s grip on the steering wheel tightened. “Dude, you know I accidentally let that slip.” 
“I know, I know.” Howard slouched in his seat. “I’m just wondering if these are the same guys? That’s all.”
“Who else would they be?” 
“I don’t know. Kids from summer camp, or church, or wait, did you even go to church?” Howard took another sip from the flask. 
“Let’s get going. Oh, and Howard?” 
“Yes’m?”
“Don’t bring that up again, you hear me?” 
Back in high school, Kale would’ve loved nothing more than to bask in the attention and explain those events at the well. However, as time passed, as the close group of friends slowly grew apart, he accepted the fact that people just didn’t understand. 
 
Kale swung the entrance open, extending his arms out as if the man of the hour had arrived and yelled, “Hey, hey, hey!”
The bar, although cheerfully bright and well-lit, was completely empty. Crickets. 
“Some party,” called Howard from behind, already slurring his words. 
Kale eyed him up and down. Slacks, jacket, and tie. “I still can’t believe you wore a suit,” he muttered. 
From a hallway to the side of the bar, a voice yelled, “Is that Kale the Korean I hear?” Alec hopped into the main room of the bar wearing a bright smile. 
“Please don’t call me that.” 
“Kale the Conqueror?” 
“No, Alejandro.” 
“How about just Kale?” 
“That will do.” Kale grinned, slapping his hand into Alec’s as they pulled in for a one-armed ‘bro hug.’ They pushed away, stood in silence. Crickets once again. 
“Well,”—Alec rubbed his hands together—“let’s drink!” 
One shot, two shots, three shots, four. 
Alec, Kale, Howard and Nicole sat around a table, slamming down shot glasses. 
Swirling his hand sloppily in the air, Alec waved for the waitress, Erica, to bring another round. The sleeves of his collared shirt were rolled up as he rested his arms on the table and looked at Kale. “Glad you’re here. We live so close but never see each other.” 
You know why we don’t hang out, Alec. Your choice, not mine. 
“Well.” Kale looked at Erica, hoping his drink came soon. “Different lives I suppose?” 
“Scot should be here any minute.” 
Kale groaned, “Fantastic.”
“Hey, man, whatever happened, happened.” Alec leaned back in his tall chair; it wobbled precariously. “We enjoy ourselves tonight, deal?” 
Grinning, Kale tilted his head, mulling it over. “I’ll behave if he does.” He turned to the others. Nicole eyed him, then Alec, and then Howard, who seemed bored out of his mind. Howard gazed blankly at a wall and fidgeted with his tie. 
“Nice suit,” Nicole said sincerely to Howard. 
A wide smile crossed Howard’s face, revealing his crooked teeth. He pointed at Kale. “Told you! NPH is a genius.” 
“NPH?” Nicole asked, raising an eyebrow. 
“Ignore him,” Kale interjected quickly. 
“So how long have you two lived together?” Nicole asked them. One of her eyes was squinting slightly from the alcohol. Alec has a type, and that type is only Nicole. 
Kale and Howard looked at one another, doing the mental math. “Since some time after high school.” 
Luckily, the gods of alcohol interrupted the conversation, and Erica set down the heavy tray of drinks on their table, nearly spilling them all. 
Then Nicole asked, “How come you don’t come around, Kale? We miss you.” 
Kale thought about answering, but instead turned to Alec. They stared at one another, neither one willing to speak. 
The drinks kept coming and the conversation turned to other, lighter topics. 
“I’m just saying, this generation is royally fuh—” Alec paused, looking at Nicole, and coughed. “Fudged,” he finished lamely. 
He still won’t cuss in front of her? They’re just words. 
Howard leaned across the table; he had taken off his suit jacket and loosened the top buttons of his collared shirt. “Why? Because everyone plays video games? I play video games, all the time. I would be able to survive out there.” He waved a glass around aimlessly. “Bring it on, I always say.” 
“You never say that,” Kale pointed out.
“Yes, yes,” Alec continued his drunken tirade. “But we all went outside. We played outside. We got scraped up, beaten up. The kids I know today sit inside, are babied, and hell, are too self-involved to even know what’s going on.” 
“I blame Facebook,” drawled Kale, emphasizing his point by slamming his glass on the table. The social network was still around, but rarely used like before, at least by himself and others his age. He thought it was a useless distraction. 
“Well,”—Alec raised his glass, leaning back again, sweating alcohol—“Facebook is the devil.” 
“But it keeps us connected.” Nicole reached for her fiancé, trying to calm his wobbling. 
“Hell, people shouldn’t need a website to stay connected.” 
“It’s not aboot necessity, baby, it’s aboot convenience.” 
“Wait, wait.” Kale squinted at Nicole. “Did you just say ‘aboot?’ Why do you sound Canadian when you drink?” 
Alec grabbed her wrist and grinned. “She’s my traveling translator.” 
What the hell is with these two? 
Just then a door creaked open. Scot poked his head into the bar, pulling Angela behind him. “What up, guys?” Figures he’s already a stumbling drunk. 
Alec greeted him first, nearly toppling out of his chair. He staggered his way to Scot and wrapped his arms around him. Scot stood frozen, unprepared for a full hug. Once Alec let go, Scot’s eyes quickly shot to Kale. Should I shake first, or him? He waited.
“Kale,” breathed Scot as if he were disgusted to say his name. 
“Scot.”
Alec stood between them, turning his head to face one and then the other. “Oh, will you two just shake on it already!” He grabbed their wrists and forced their hands together. They both froze, unsure of how to handle the situation. 
Letting go first, Scot’s eyes wandered the bar, searching for someone or something. “Where’s Jeff?”



JEFF
Freezing water. Flashes of red. 
I reach for the surface, for support, for something. My mouth fights for air, mashed into cold metal. My team. My friends. Where are they? The water is a quick ascension, my chances for escape dwindling. A piercing alarm blares in my mind. Bright lights glare off the surface. Water reaches my mouth and nose. I shut my eyes and prepare to submerge. The last thing I see before pulling myself from the submarine hull are the corpses floating in the water. 
I paddle in the open dark sea as my empty lungs burn for air. Within a second, my mouth is forced open and saltwater floods my system. I can see the light of day just feet above me and I reach for help but it’s a hopeless effort. 
I prepare for the reunion with my team in the dark abyss of death.
Jeff jolted awake. A nightmare. He grabbed at his chest, feeling his heart pounding. He shook and trembled on cold dirt and told himself that every flash of the submarine, every recurring nightmare, meant he was lucky to be alive. 
Add being blown off a mountain to the list. 
A woman’s voice greeted his ears before he had time for another thought. “Holy freaking crap! You came to. You’re one lucky schlub.” To his left, Lance Corporal Claudia Faith knelt by a tree with her two hands pressed on a fellow VTF member. 
After struggling to his feet, Jeff stumbled his way to Faith and the wounded man she fought to save. Don’t be Evans, he prayed. He prayed for all their safety, prayed for this to be some minor attack.
What had happened? It’d been a set up,that much was clear. But who would do this? 
Jeff reached Faith and the person on the ground. He didn’t recognize the young man; he was a member of a different squad. “Anyone else make it?” he asked, kneeling down. 
Blood covered Faith’s gloveless hands as she applied pressure to the man’s leaking stomach wound. “No clue. Evans crashed the freaking transport and we scattered as those things attacked us.” 
“Those things?” 
“The Vault Inhabitants. They, well, shit. They’ve gone off the rails.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“Rabid maybe. Or Jennings was right and they’ve turned.” 
Turned? Like, zombies? 
“Who else was in the transport?” 
“Evans, the LT, Longsong and Felix, Jennings, and a few others. This guy Pollock, he was stabbed during the crash. Freaking Jennings had his knife out and flew into him.” 
“I see.” Jeff surveyed the dark woods; the trees were surrounded by thick fog. The air was bitingly chill, and his breath showed. “Where are we?” 
“No freaking clue.” 
She sure does say ‘freaking’ a lot. Jeff pulled out his phone. Useless. Melted in the explosion. 
“Let me ask you something, Private Brennan.”
Jeff turned to Faith. “Yeah?” 
“LT told us you were blown off the mountain, yet you look freaking better than I do.” 
True, he did. His black uniform, although ripped and singed in places, covered healthy-looking flesh. He did have a few minor burn scars and some scabs, and half his face was coated in dirt and ash. Other than that, he was unscathed. Most importantly, his silky golden hair had survived intact. Gotta stay pretty for the reunion, he joked to himself. 
How had he survived in such good condition? That explosion should’ve ended him and if not that, then the fall down the mountain. But he quietly nurtured an idea about why he’d survived. Tell Faith? Never. Even if he did tell her his suspicions, she’d never believe him. 
I barely believe it.
“So? What gives?” she said. 
Jeff looked back at her and smiled, hearing Scot’s voice in his memory. “Pure freaking luck.” 
“Whatever.” Faith stared down the empty road. “Do me a favor and keep pressure on Pollock’s wound.” 
Blood had soaked through the towel Faith used to apply pressure. The sight of it didn’t bother Jeff. It took a lot to gross him out; he was similar to Scot in that way. Alec, however, well, Alec was always squeamish. Same with Kale, though he’d never admit it. 
Faith jogged to the road, her rifle cocked and her flashlight on. She turned one way, then quickly to the other. “We traveled west.” 
Jeff wondered how far ahead they were of any surviving VTF and how she’d managed to get both him and Pollock this far. A strong woman, as tall as Jeff and just as muscular, he had no doubt of her capabilities to save them both. Still, she must have struggled. How many did she fight off?
Faith soon returned. “I have to go back. I have to find the others.”
“What about Pollock?” The towel was a dark red and soggy. 
“You stick with him.” 
“You’re gonna leave us?” Jeff regretted asking that. You’re tough. Now act that way. 
She smiled. “You’re armed, yeah? And apparently invincible. You’ll be fine.” 
Faith had a point, though he had difficulty believing in his own invincibility. Yes, he survived that day in high school. Yes, he survived the submarine incident. And yes, he survived that C4. But luck always runs out sooner or later, as Scot used to say. 
Faith gathered her equipment. Jeff no longer had his assault rifle, so she left him an extra clip for his Beretta. “You stay here with Pollock. You wait for me to return with the others. God willing, they’re still live.” 
“I think we’re better off together, don’t you?” 
Faith took one step, paused, rubbed a hand over her shaved head, and turned her face away. “I’ll get us all back together.” 
“Be careful,” said Jeff, every inch of him flowing with adrenaline. 
This is no minor attack. This night was due, and now I must reunite with them. Kale, Alec, Scot—I’m coming. 
Faith vanished, walking swiftly back in the direction they’d come from. 
Keeping pressure on Pollock’s wounds, Jeff faced west. Green Hills. It was close. My friends are nearby. I feel them—lights shining in all this darkness. Every ounce of his being wanted to join in their festivities. 
More importantly, he had to warn them.
But Pollock; he couldn’t leave the fallen VTF. 
Jeff looked down at the wounded soldier. The young man’s eyelids were still, barely revealing lifeless pupils beneath. He’s dead? He took one hand off the wound, sliding his fingers to Pollock’s neck. No pulse. How long was he dead for? Did Faith know? 
Jeff dropped the towel, thumbed Pollock’s eyelids closed. Rest in peace, brother. 
The ammo clip for his pistol joined his sidearm and a water flask on his belt. He made his way to the road and stared through the darkness and the fog. He wished Faith, Evans and the rest of the Vault Tactical Force the best, but he was headed on a separate path. 
The time had come to return home and reunite with his friends. Unfortunately, he brought a warning that would bury their celebrations.



EVANS
A stream of blood spilled from his upper left arm. He clenched his teeth as he ripped away the sleeve of his black shirt, tightened the fabric around the gash in a makeshift tourniquet. 
Bullets. Blood. Bodies. All I need is a beer. 
Jon Evans, specialist of the VTF and former Marine, leaned against a tree as he tended to his wound. He had limited medical knowledge, but he only needed the arm to last long enough to fire his M4A1 until he made it back to his team. 
Lost in a confusing cluster of trees and fog, he searched for the others. Short breaths of air burst from his mouth. He sprinted from tree to tree, silent in the dark, listening for those flesh-eating assholes. Sweat trickled off his nose. He enjoyed getting soaked by his own perspiration. 
Catching his breath, Evans scratched at the side of his head, just under his short mohawk. He despised his hair, but he’d recently lost a bet to another VTF. You had to make me wear a mohawk, Malone, you giant of a bastard. 
Crouching, he steadied his carbine against bark. A road. Clear. A grey blanket of fog rolled across it. 
Keep moving, they’re coming. Yet he remained still, hearing footsteps. Not many. One person? Evans held his breath and ignored the aching pain in his arm in order to keep his aim steady. Footsteps grew closer with each passing second. He wanted to call out but knew better. Still as a statue, he waited.
Footsteps stopped. No feet. No legs. No body. Nothing. Pure silence until he let out his breath. Lifting his face from the carbine, he eased into a more relaxed position against the tree, rested his head against bark and shut his eyes for a brief second, thinking about the day’s events. 
A simple escort mission had gone awry and turned into a bloodied nightmare. Their armored transport had escaped the initial bloodbath outside the Vault and he was told that Jeff had saved the vehicle. The brave bastard got himself killed. Evans had driven the piece-of-shit transport when hundreds of Vault inhabitants surrounded them. The crash. The team separated. Now he hid behind a tree.
Evans didn’t even care why the inhabitants wanted to devour his flesh, or what happened in those vaults. He just wanted to find his team and receive his next orders. 
At that moment, he wasn’t sure why, but he thought about his Uncle Dylan. He was supposed to travel on his uncle’s yacht, but the call came through and the escort mission went underway. He hadn’t had a chance to cancel his plans with his uncle. Never told him I wasn’t coming. Perhaps I’ll still make it. 
The sound of footfalls sliced off Evans’ thoughts. He flipped around the tree, quickly achieving steady aim at the road. The first leg emerged from the fog. 
Relief flowed through Evans upon seeing a VTF member exit the grey. But the relief faded quickly once he recognized the kid’s face. 
Pvt. Gregory Jennings: one young, dumb, piece of a gum. He squinted from the roadside, gawking right in the open, ripe for the killing. “Evans?” he croaked loudly. 
Evans groaned to himself, waved for the rookie to come over. Jennings stumbled about aimlessly, tripping over his own feet in the fog. That klutz is as good as dead. 
“Where is everyone?”
“Damn it, Jennings, get over here!” Evans kept his voice low, knew they were attracted to sound. And although he regretted yelling, he had to get this idiot in from the open. 
Jennings finally jogged over, as awkward as humanly possible, but it wasn’t entirely his fault; his left leg had been wounded. He dropped next to Evans with a huff. 
“How are you on ammo?” Evans asked him. 
Jennings shrugged. “I suppose I can always use more.” 
“Amen. The leg?” 
His weak voice drifted. “I’ll survive.” 
I doubt that. 
Jennings beamed. “How about that though, huh? I was right! I win the bet! They’re zombies, man!”
“Don’t call them that.” Evans pushed against the bark of the tree, raising up to search the area for his team, or
them. Nothing. All clear. 
“Well, what would you call them?” 
“Not that. Let’s move.” He pulled Jennings to his feet and they traveled as quickly and quietly as possible along the road, passing through the heavily forested area. 
Evans tried to keep a steady pace for the limping Jennings, who lagged behind. 
They continued walking for several moments when Evans heard a branch crack nearby. He swung his carbine at the sound. Jennings stumbled right into him. Impatiently, Evans shoved the rookie off. His movement and general demeanor will get him killed relatively soon.
Possibly me as well. 
Evans refused to die because of Jennings. 
A dark figure, several yards off the road, waved its arms over its head. “Get over here!” Corporal Longsong hollered in his irritating voice. 
They pushed through the trees until they reached the VTF survivors. Longsong leaned over Pvt. Alicia Felix, while Lance Corporal Claudia Faith revealed herself from behind a tree with her rifle at the ready.
“Lance Corporal,” Evans said. Glad she’s on my side or that road would’ve been drenched with pieces of my brain. 
Faith nodded back. “Specialist.” 
“Good to see you made it. See any others?” 
“Pollock was severely injured in the crash by this guy.” Faith shot her eyes at Jennings. He blushed and turned away in embarrassment. 
“That all?” 
“No.” Faith smiled faintly, which was rare for her. “Jeff’s alive.”
Hell yes, brother. Evans didn’t smile, and as he was about to kneel by Longsong, Faith grabbed his arm. 
“A second?” she whispered. 
Evans followed her a few yards away from the rest of the group. “What’s up?”
“Jeff,” started Faith. “He, well, you heard what happened.” 
“How does he look?” 
“Too good. Better than us. How?” 
He’s alive. What else matters? “Let’s worry about us first, then find him.” 
Giving Evans a skeptical squint, Faith finally affirmed his idea and they rejoined the others. Evans knelt by Longsong, who held the wounded Felix close. “What happened to her?”
“Surrounded,” breathed Longsong, pressing his hands to Felix’s eviscerated stomach. “They tore her inside out!”
“Worse stomach wound than Pollock,” muttered Faith. 
Pvt. Felix raised a shaking hand at Evans. Blood dripped from her mouth as she choked, a deep gash cut through her neck. Her body convulsed for several long seconds before she died. Another VTF left this world. We were never meant to stay long, were we? 
“Alicia!” Corporal Longsong sobbed and shook the lifeless body. 
Evans rose. “I’m sorry, Xander.” 
Corporal Longsong wiped his face, unintentionally smearing blood across his chin and cheek. He took off his helmet, revealing sweaty hair, then hid his teary eyes from the others. 
“She was a good fighter,” said Jennings. 
“You didn’t even know her!” Longsong struck back, sweat and saliva flying off him. 
“Corporal, let’s keep it together.” Faith grabbed his shoulder. 
We are loud and in the open. I despise this. 
Longsong glared at her. “I am together. Can’t you see that, Lance Corporal? I’m fully together!” He stood and paced in a tight circle. “What the hell are they, anyway?!”
Jennings muttered, “Zombies.”
Evans ignored him, stepped to Longsong and Faith. “Have you seen the Lieutenant?”
Longsong dropped his helmet to his feet then kicked it. For some reason, Jennings limped over and kicked it too. 
“We lost Lt. Sampson and Pvt. Cruz.” Longsong looked up at the dark sky. “Then we got ambushed. I killed most of them but Alicia, sweet Alicia...” his voice trailed off.
Jennings whispered, “Oh, so they were banging? I get it now.” 
Ignore him. “Listen, we need to find the others. Any idea where they are?” 
Longsong was silent, staring at his slain lover. 
Faith stepped in assertively. “Jon is right, Corporal.”
“The LT made a rendezvous point before we got separated.” 
“Where?” 
“We can’t leave her though.” Longsong crouched back over the corpse, still ignoring Evans and Faith. “I won’t leave her alone.” He finally looked at them as he clutched her body. “Help me.” 
They stared at one another. Faith whispered to Evans, “He’s freaking losing it.” 
Keep your cool, help him, keep moving. “Okay, Corporal, we’ll take her.” 
“Well, someone help me!” he shouted. 
Faith insisted, “Where’s the rendezvous point?”
“Up the road,” he said as he leaned right over the corpse’s face. “Now, will someone, for the love of God, help me—”
Undead teeth sank into Longsong’s wrist, ripping flesh and vein. Longsong squealed and yanked his arm away from her mouth, spattering blood onto dirt. Falling on his ass, he stared in shock as the late Pvt. Alicia Felix rose jerkily from the ground. He grabbed his weapon with his other hand. 
Blood and organs fell wetly from the dead woman’s stomach. 
No, Jennings can’t be right.
“Alicia?” Longsong jumped to his feet and stood next to her, holding his assault rifle. “Alicia, baby?”
“Corporal!” Faith shouted, raising her weapon. “Xander, get away from her.” 
Evans, along with Jennings, retreated a step as he watched them. With his carbine strapped tightly to his back, Evans quickly equipped his M9 Beretta, but not quickly enough. 
Alicia darted forward, grabbing Longsong’s neck and digging her nails into his soft flesh. She swung her arms apart, dismembering his throat with one quick pull. Blood burst out in a red fountain. 
Longsong frantically waved his gun, swinging it up as his finger slipped against the trigger, accidentally unleashing a three round burst at Faith.
Faith fell to the ground, roaring in pain as she crawled from the corporal’s flailing body. More shots were fired Faith’s way. Bullets ripped her thigh. She hissed through clenched teeth, sweat drenched her shaved head, and turning over on her side, she aimed her rifle at Longsong with one hand, cursing at the corporal as she hesitated to end his life. Another burst splattered her face across grass. 
When Longsong first started firing, Evans had thrown himself into Jennings, tossing them both to the ground. By the time he shot the gun out of Longsong’s hand, Faith was already dead. Longsong gurgled and collapsed in the dirt. 
Dead soon as well. 
Next, Evans shot the reanimated Felix’s kneecaps. She dropped to her former lover’s side, tried again to gnaw on Longsong, but Evans rushed over, pinned her to the ground with a boot to her neck, and kept his pistol lined with her head. 
He called back for Jennings, “Help the corporal.” 
Jennings stumbled to Longsong’s trembling body, paused while standing over him. The corporal’s pained eyes shot wide as he grabbed his own neck with both hands, trying futilely to stem the flow of blood. His weak struggle lasted a few more seconds before his hands slid limply to the ground. 
Jennings glanced at Evans. “He dead.” 
Growling and moaning, the dead Felix tried to break out from under the specialist’s boot. Fresh blood coated her mouth. Her ravenous eyes looked blindly at him. I know what you are. I know what you want. 
His pistol lined flush with Felix’s forehead, Evans cursed Jennings for being correct, and he squeezed the trigger. “Fucking zombies.”



ALEC
“Jeff would never bail on us.” Alec defended their friend, swaying back and forth drunkenly. “He wanted this reunion the most. You guys know this. A’ighty?” 
“Then why hasn’t he answered his phone? Why isn’t he here?” Kale demanded, tapping their table with one hand. His chin rested tiredly on his other. 
Where are you, Jeff? All we need is one more. Speaking of one more, where’s the next drink?
Scot leaned forward, his voice hushed. “Anyone speak with him since he left the Navy? I mean, since the submarine accident.” 
Of course I did. I helped Jeff put this together. “Wait, wait, wait.” Alec stumbled but grabbed the table to steady himself. Nicole giggled. A perfect giggle. She’s perfect. He continued, “No talking about bad shit tonight. Jeff is alive and well, and let’s all be thankful for that. He should be here any second, I swear.” Glancing at Nicole again, Alec spoke with a lowered voice, “At least he better be. I have something to tell you all.” 
“Tell us now.” Much like Scot, Kale was never one for waiting. 
“No. We wait for Homer. Come on, guys – we leave as four.” 
Scot leaned back, groaning and rolling his eyes. 
Guess he doesn’t say it anymore. 
Nicole finished her drink. “Okay, seriously. Why does Jeff have the nickname Homer? Why have you guys never told me?” 
Kale and Scot looked at one another, their mouths ready to share in a laugh, but then they remembered their old resentment and the moment was lost. Kale turned away first. 
Get over it already, you stubborn doo-doo head dummies...
Dear God I need to start swearing again. 
“I told you, babe.” Alec lowered down next to her. “He has to explain it to you.” 
Kale and Scot agreed. For once. 
“Well,” said Nicole, “someone try calling him again.” 
“Already on it.” Kale had his phone to his ear. “Huh? No service.” 
The others looked at their phones. No one had service. How the hell does that happen? 
“Service is gone, eh?” started Howard, who leaned over to Kale. “This has all the makings of a horror movie.” 
“I hope the girls can find the place,” Nicole remarked to Alec. 
“Girls?” Howard shot to life. “I like girls.” 
“You wouldn’t even know what to do with one.” Kale gave Howard’s arm a light punch. 
“I do! Stick ‘em with the pointy end!” He mimicked swinging a sword between his legs. 
Laughing, Kale turned back to Nicole. “Which girls are coming?” 
“Sadie. I think Jerry, too.” 
“Jerry isn’t a girl. Though, I guess he could be.” Kale lost himself in thought. “Isn’t he an asexual?” 
Howard leaned forward, speech slurring. “A what?” 
Cutting them off, Nicole touched Scot’s wrist. Angela gave her dagger eyes. Yikes. “Sadie is good friends with Kelsey, but don’t worry, I doubt she’s coming.” 
Scot fought to keep his face from flushing. Skin so pale, it easily turned red and showed embarrassment. But now he was slightly pink from the alcohol. “I have no shits to give,” he said. Lies. 
Angela asked, “Who is Kelsey?”
Well, this might get ugly. Should I take a stroll? I say yes. Alec turned away from the group, and went to his brother, Brian, in the back office. The office door hung slightly ajar, and Alec stumbled into the wall next to it. 
Brian was speaking to Erica, his voice quick and quiet. He’s upset about something. 
“You don’t get it,” Brian said impatiently. “The bar is draining money. You think I left it empty for them on purpose? No one drives down here. Those wealthy bastards up the hill all go to sleep early. I’m losing it, Erica. I’m losing it all fast. No, I already lost it. Let them drink it all.” 
“I’m here for you, okay? We will figure this out.” 
“How? How can we figure this out? Do you know anything about running a business? Tell me. Please, if you have the answer, tell me.” 
“You don’t have to be a jerk, Brian. You know I care for you, right? I’ll do whatever you need.” 
“Aren’t you still seeing Tommy?” 
“Aren’t you still with Morgan?” 
“Yeah, but, Erica, what are we doing? How has everything gone to shit so fast?” 
I avoid drama only to stumble into more. Great. I need a drink! 
The two lovebirds bickered a few more moments before Erica, fed up, saucily told Brian she had invited her actual boyfriend Tommy to come to the party. Brian coldly said he didn’t care. 
Am I the only one in a normal relationship? It’s not that hard to stay in one vagina. 
The door to the office swung open, startling Alec. Erica moved past him, her head lowered, embarrassed. 
Poking his head into the office, Alec said, “Hey, brother.” 
“Hey, get the door, yeah?” 
Alec closed the door and sat in front of Brian’s desk. Inside the small office there were some cabinets, a desk, file folders tossed here and there, and a large rickety air vent that Alec and Brian had once crawled through when Brian first got the place. It led up to the roof. Silly shenanigans. Good times. 
“You okay, Brian?” 
Rubbing his temples, Brian said, “Ugh, let’s not get into it. This is your night. Don’t worry about me.” 
“You know,”—Alec burped—“you know you can tell me anything.” 
“I know, but enjoy yourself tonight. We can worry about it tomorrow.” 
“All right. Well, Kale and Scot are here. Jeff will be here soon. They would all love to see you.”
“Whole gang again, yeah? Maybe I’ll join.”
Alec stood, leaned over the desk and touched his brother’s wrist. “We’re going to be fine.” He noticed something in Brian’s lap that surprised him. “Is that a gun?” 
Brian nodded, revealed a shotgun. 
“Jesus, what are you doing with that?” 
“I like to load it and unload it when I’m stressed. That’s all.” 
“Please tell me I won’t hear it go off while I’m out there.” 
“Alec!” Brian laughed. “Life might be a little shitty right now, but I won’t kill myself.” 
There’s no way he would. Alec pulled back, finding the door to balance himself against. “Come out soon?” 
“Deal.” 
Alec returned to the table where his friends were sitting, just in time to hear his lovely Nicole speak. “So Alec is a firefighter. Scot is almost done with college. Jeff is in the Navy,” she looked at the last of the four friends. “What about you, Kale?” 
“Kale is master zombie slayer!” Howard cheered to his feet with made machine gun sound effects. No one responded. Sulking, he sat back down and muttered, “Wow, tough crowd.” 
He’s a funny little thing. What wasn’t such a funny thing was the dark look Scot and Kale exchanged. 
“Kale is still trying to save the world,” said Scot. 
“Go screw yourself.” Kale faced Nicole, ignoring Scot. “I’m still young and figuring it out.”
Switching the spotlight off Kale, Nicole asked Scot, “What are you doing now?”
Scot cleared his throat and shifted in his chair. “Trying to find a job, maybe go to law school?” 
“Great,” Kale grinned, “another Jew lawyer.” 
Scot let a wheezing fake laugh out. “You’re a regular Joe Rogan.” 
Joe Rogan? Is that guy even alive anymore? 
Kale’s response was cold; his face went still, and he looked like he wanted to smash Scot into a bloodied mess. They both cocked their fists back, the tension flowing into everyone around them. No, not now. Kale stood first, enraged. Scot followed.
“Scotty.” Angela grabbed his wrist. 
“Yeah, Scotty,” Kale hissed. 
Alec slammed his open palm against the table. “Hey! You both cut it out, you mother fuh—” 
The entry burst open. Everyone spun to see a body collapse in the doorway. 
Jeff?
“Get some ice!” Kale ran with Alec to their fallen friend. His eyes widened when he saw the wounds covering Jeff’s body. 
Jeff’s black shirt was burned to a partial rag. Multiple scratches and burn scars littered his body. 
“What the hell happened to you, Jeff?” 
Jeff looked up in a daze as they helped carry him to the corner lounge across from Brian’s office. The three friends stood over him. Jeff’s eyes traveled across their faces. 
Scot crouched at his side. “Homer?” His voice was soft, nervous. 
“The Vaults,” breathed Jeff. “They opened the Vaults today.” 
“The Vaults?” Scot scratched his neck and laughed. “Damn, I forgot about those.” 
“What do you mean they opened? Why wasn’t it on the news?” Howard butted in. 
Kale nudged him back. “You don’t even watch the news.” 
Howard lowered his head and did the sad Charlie Brown shuffle back to where Angela was sitting. 
Jeff’s dark blue eyes went to his three friends. “It’s happening. Right now, it’s all happening. We need to accept what happened to us in the well that day. We need to figure it out. Now.” 
Scot snorted, probably on accident. An old habit. They used to give him crap for it. “You’re kidding me, right? Not this again.” 
Jeff pushed off the leather lounge and stood, stumbling a step. Kale and Alec caught him before he fell. He looked over at Howard and Angela sitting by themselves, then waved Erica away, not wanting the ice, thanking her politely. He focused on his three friends. “The four of us. Outside. Now.” 
And so they went, leaving the others, the four of them reunited for the first time in years. 
Alec kissed Nicole on his way out, telling her everything was fine. I’m not so convinced myself. 
A chill wind sighed around them as they stepped out the back exit, past the bathroom hallway. All of them but Jeff carried a drink. 
“Look at us four again; a gook, two heebs, and a bean.” 
“Scot,” snapped Jeff. “We don’t have time for your smart-assery.” 
Scot sipped then swirled his whiskey around, ice clanking against glass. “Okay, Homer, spill it then.”
The branches of the trees behind Jeff shivered as he said, “After the submarine incident with the Navy, I knew there was no way I could’ve survived that. No way.” 
“But you did,” said Scot slowly, as if pointing out the obvious. 
“And we all know why,” Kale chimed in. They stared back at him. Scot groaned. Alec stayed silent. This will blow up.
Jeff continued, “We were given a gift that day in the well. It may not seem like it. What happened to us still haunts me, it does, but we were given a gift. You all have to know this.” 
Kale threw a hand up in the air. “I’ve been saying this since day one!” 
Alec swallowed, stepping forward. “What are you getting at, Jeff?” 
“Something horrible has just happened, something I fear is the beginning of the end.” 
“Something with the Vaults?” 
“I was recruited by the VTF after the Navy. The Vault Tactical Force. Someone found a way to open the Vaults and we were in charge of escorting the inhabitants out. But something went wrong. It was a trap. Or sabotage. I don’t know. The threat is real, though.” He breathed out a long breath. “And we’re the ones capable of stopping it.” 
Scot pursed his lips, fought to keep still, but loud laughter broke from his mouth as he slapped his leg. “You’re not serious?” He chuckled—another snort even escaped. As he fought for breath, for control, he returned his attention to the others. No one else laughed; everyone was silent and straight-faced. “Oh, shit, you are serious.” 
Jeff swiped a hand over his disheveled golden hair, trying to find the words to explain. “I lost my team today in an explosion. But what I heard, what I heard is that something came out of the Vaults.”
“The inhabitants?” Kale guessed. 
“No. I mean, yes. But they are something else now. Something not human. I’m telling you all this because the Vault I went to, number 88, it’s in that mountain range.” 
Alec followed the line of Jeff’s pointing finger for the briefest of seconds, then furrowed his brow as he stared at his drink. Might as well. He took a sip and glanced at Scot, who was returning the look. 
“Alec is thinking the same thing I am,” Scot told Kale and Jeff. “This is the stupidest idea you guys have ever come up with to get us to follow you. I refuse to believe the Vaults were opened with no national news coverage. I refuse to believe that the inhabitants aren’t the same. Those Vaults were designed to withstand anything and to preserve life. And they have only been in there for what? Half a year? And I’ve never even heard of the VTF. Come up with something better next time, guys.” 
“This isn’t some ploy to get you two to believe me.” Jeff’s voice was cold and direct. Much different from his voice back in high school. Stronger. More confident. “We aren’t trying to trick you into anything.” 
“Yeah, I had no idea this was happening,” Kale commented, trying to be helpful.
“Whatever.” Scot drank deeply, waving a dismissive hand. “I love you, Homer, I do. I’m glad you’re here and you’re okay, but you’re delusional.” He turned his back to them and headed for the bar. 
Jeff called after him, “That empty feeling, Scot, you won’t fill it. It won’t go away until you realize what we are, what we were brought here for.” 
Without turning around, Scot paused and said, “I liked you better when you were fat, Homer.” 
“You know I’m right. And you’ll soon realize it.” 
“Maybe.” Scot re-entered the bar. 
Jeff sighed, looked down at Kale, the shortest of the friends, then over at Alec. “Your thoughts?” 
Oh, don’t ask me. Alec hiccupped. “First, I’m a little too drunk for this. Second, you know this is why we broke apart in the first place. You guys believe in something bigger, something greater, and you shoved it down our throats back then. You never respected our desires to live normal lives. Apparently, you still don’t respect our decisions.” 
“How can you be so blind?” Jeff snatched Kale’s drink from his hand, brought it to his lips but paused. “You just want to ignore everything? You just want to party? Well, fine — we leave as four, you apathetic fools.” He finished the drink in one large gulp and handed the glass back to Kale. 
“Dude, that was mine.”
“Sorry,” Jeff said to Kale but his focus stayed on Alec. 
What can I do? “Look. Homer, it’s not that I don’t believe you about all this. It’s that, come on, this is crazy.” 
“I think this is crazy, too. I do. Crazy or not, it’s happening.” 
“Can’t we just have this one night together?” Alec finished his drink. “This one night where we forget the past and enjoy our friendship and have some fun. Because you know what? All that really matters is making memories. Good memories, Homer.” 
Jeff sighed and shook his head. “I want to, I really do. But we don’t have time for that. They’re coming.” 
“You just said you don’t remember everything. Is there any chance you hit your head hard and this is all a dream? The chances of you going to the Vaults, on the day we have our reunion, and something terrible happens . . . come on, Homer, this is a fantasy.” Alec stepped back for the bar. Enough of this. 
“This isn’t fantasy, Alec. This is reality.” 
Alec paused silently. Jeff and Kale spoke to one another as he lingered by the door. 
“You believe me, right, Kale?” said Jeff. 
“A part of me wants to. I would’ve believed you before, you know that. But a part of me is convinced the other guys are right.” 
“Well, I’m beginning to feel like the fool.” 
“Now you know how I felt in high school. But I have your back, unlike those other guys.” He patted Jeff on the shoulder. “So let’s go in, relax, and you can buy me another drink while we talk about it.” 
Alec re-entered the bar, and hovered over Nicole, who was sitting at the same table as before. Scot, Angela, and Howard were seated with her as well. “Sorry about that,” he whispered in her ear.
“Everything all right?” 
“Of course.” He kissed her hair. 
Across the table from them, Angela kissed Scot on the lips, pulled away and rubbed his lower lip with her thumb. “They are perfect.” She smiled. 
Scot gave his standard smirk. “These lips are yours.”
Alec knew Scot felt like such a ladies’ man, but as his confidence boosted, the entrance opened again. 
The newcomers entered, trailing after one another.
First came Nicole’s goth friend, Sadie. Second, the guy with the questionable sexual orientation, Jerry. And finally entered a face even Alec was surprised to see.
Kelsey stepped in, wearing jean shorts, a tank top, and a brown leather bomber jacket. Her light hair, pulled back from her face, was coifed with a little bump in the front. Scot had often commented how he loved that hairstyle on a girl.
Before words were exchanged, Kale and Jeff came in through the back door. 
Everyone was here: Alec and Nicole, Kale and Howard, Scot and Angela. Jeff. Brian and Erica, and now Sadie, Jerry and Kelsey. 
We can finally do this reunion right. More drinks were poured, more laughter filled the room, and everyone continued to ignore Howard’s terrible jokes. 
With Nicole’s glowing eyes on him, Alec wanted to believe the good times had just started.



SADIE
If Kelsey ends up getting with that asshole Scot, again, I’ll have her head on a spike for all to see. 
So she had demented thoughts, but whatever, she would never actually decapitate anyone, especially Kelsey. Well, maybe she’d have a go at Scot if he ever hurt Kelsey again. 
Not wanting to be at this party, Sadie felt out of place, but Kelsey and Nicole had begged her to join. At least she had Jerry with her. Jerry is such a sweet, quirky puffball. His pleasantly plump face sprouted a dark beard so voluminous it could be a nest for baby ravens. She loved his company, especially because he’d never try to sleep with her, and she respected him for that. And, unlike many other people in this world, he wasn’t an idiot. 
Speaking of idiots, an awkward tension oozed thickly around Scot as they entered the bar. 
Kelsey had known he would be here. Why the hell did we come? Sadie loved Kelsey, but at times that girl just forgot her brain. It was over two years ago, get over it. She never did understand their relationship. 
They were greeted with drinks. Sadie had a red wine. Thick. Dark. Bloody. Kelsey had a crisp vodka tonic. Typical Kelsey. And Jerry, sweet Jerry, he asked for a Zima. The bar didn’t carry that, so he got an orange juice. Our noble designated driver. 
Jerry tugged at Sadie’s arm. “Let’s chat over here.” Shorter than Sadie, he walked with his head held high, used to have luscious curls but had recently chopped off much of his hair. He walked elegantly even though he was pigeon-toed. Sadie hesitated to follow him because Scot and Kale were at the bar. 
Might as well. Shrugging, she left Kelsey with the others and went to join Jerry, Kale and that idiotic asshole. 
Scot’s eyes were locked across the bar on Kale, who silently poured them drinks. Though she desired to avoid Scot, the tension flowing between him and Kale was deliciously intoxicating. 
With one elbow on the bar, Jerry’s belly was peeking out from under his shirt as he poked at Scot. “So you’re Kelsey’s ex?” 
“Who are you?” 
“Most call me Jerry. You get to call me Jermaine. Bump it.” He held out a loosely-formed fist. 
Scot glanced at Sadie. “Is he for real?” 
Sadie nodded silently. He doesn’t deserve my voice.
“All right,” Scot said and he bumped Jerry’s fist. 
Kale leaned forward. “Hello, Sadie. Nice to see you again.” He turned to Jerry. “Pleasure to meet you, Jer.” 
Jerry shook Kale’s hand. “You’re Korean, right? I adore the East.” 
“Yeah — well, born and raised American.” 
“Cool beans. I adore the West.”
Kale laughed in Sadie’s direction. “He’s funny.” 
“Why am I funny?” Jerry took an obnoxiously loud slurp of his orange juice.
“Look, Jerry,” started Scot.
“Jermaine!” Jerry stomped his feet. 
“Fuck me sorry sideways,” snapped Scot. “Can’t wait to speak with you later, but Kale and I here, we have some important shit to work out.” 
“Hey, wait.” Kale stretched across the bar. “They can listen. It’ll be good, maybe even therapeutic.” 
“I really don’t want—” Scot tried but failed to convince Kale otherwise.
“Oh, I love story time!” Jerry clapped. 
“This is a good one. It’s full of love, betrayal, and all that good shit.” Kale slid a devilish grin in Scot’s direction. “What my pal and I here were discussing was this: he decided to bang my girlfriend.”
“She wasn’t really your girl—” 
“Silence, Scot. Jesus!” Jerry commanded haughtily.
Kale laughed. Even Sadie smiled. The others in the bar looked at them. 
Scot’s face burned red. “This is horse shit,” he muttered. 
Succulently satisfying.
Jerry turned back to Kale, resting his chin on his fists, giving him his full attention. “Please continue.” 
“Thank you, Jer. Anyway, he betrays our friendship, sleeps with my girl, and leaves Kelsey. No reason. Just left.” 
“Well, that’s rude,” pouted Jerry. 
“You don’t have the full story,” Scot interrupted, finished his drink and slid his glass to Kale for another. Kale caught it, frowned, but poured. 
“What’s the full story?” Sadie couldn’t help but ask, knowing Scot was full of shit. 
“Ugh.” Scot rubbed his face. “Fine. You want to do this here? With them? Fine. I found out my bestest bud, Kale here slept with Kelsey. So yeah, I left without saying anything. I left and screwed his girl. We’re all to blame.” 
Kale said, “You’re shitting me, right?” 
“I saw your texts. I had the proof. You took the love of my life from me, you sack of shit.” 
Incredulous, Kale shook his head. “Oh, Scot. Oh silly, stupid Scot. Just drink.” He slid the full glass back to the idiot, spilling some of the liquor. 
“What do you mean, Kale?” 
Sadie grabbed Jerry’s arm, tried to pull him away. “Time to go back to Kelsey.” 
“No, I wanna listen.” 
Not wanting to hear anything else out of Scot’s mouth, Sadie turned her back and left. There can be many POVs on one situation. And Scot’s POV is nothing but bullshit. When Scot had vanished from Kelsey’s life two years earlier, Sadie had needed to comfort Kelsey for months. He’d broken her friend’s heart, so she didn’t care what else had happened. He’s just making excuses. 
She walked over to the table where Jeff, Howard, and Angela were sitting. She remembered Jeff from high school; he’d been much plumper then. He’s
quite attractive now. Manly. Maybe his shredded clothes and cuts were what did it for her. Either way, she felt a pulsating attraction to him, which she knew was a stupid feeling to have, given something very serious was likely going on. 
“How’s it going over there?” Jeff asked her.
“Boys being boys.”
“I’m hoping they don’t fight.”
Before Sadie could say anything, Howard jumped into the conversation. “So, um, Jeff,” he started, his bony body shifting nervously in his seat. “What exactly happened to you?” 
Jeff kept his eyes on Scot and Kale. “Not sure I follow.”
“Not sure if you follow? You come in here all torn up, rambling about the Vaults. What happened?” 
The Vaults? Sadie had almost forgotten about them, maybe because she didn’t know anyone who’d won a spot in the sanctuary, maybe because the news just stopped reporting about them. Out of sight, out of mind.
Jeff refused to make eye contact with Howard. “It’s all a misunderstanding.” He stood and walked over to Alec and the others before Howard could speak to him again. Thanks for scaring him off.	
“How was that a misunderstanding?” Howard asked Angela. 
Angela shrugged. “Any idea what your boyfriend is saying to my boyfriend over there?” 
Howard chuckled in embarrassment. “Kale isn’t my boyfriend.” 
“Oh. Oops.”
She’s not bright. No wonder she’s with Scot. Sadie smiled politely at them before joining Nicole, hoping Jeff didn’t think she was following him. He seemed to have bigger things on his mind anyway. What happened to him?
They all gathered around the lounge in the corner of the bar. Nicole next to Alec, Kelsey on the edge, with Jeff standing over her. 
“So tell me, Jeff, why do you have the nickname Homer?” Nicole beseeched him. 
Alec smiled, his head swayed. Wasted. “She has been hounding me all night.”
“Your nickname is Homer?” Sadie asked him.	
“Yeah, well it was in high school.”
“I remember now.” 
“Oh, we still call you Homer, Homer.” Alec waved a hand as his chin dropped groggily to his chest. 
“So spill it, Jeff,” said Sadie. “Or rather, Homer.”
Jeff huffed and put out his hands in a gesture of surrender. “Okay, all right, it’s because—”
“You son of a bitch!” The shout rang across the room and everyone turned to the bar. Kale launched over the counter, smashing into Scot, sending them both to the floor. With Scot pinned underneath him, Kale arched his clenched fist back. Scot stared at him in shocked anticipation. Kale swung.
Scot’s face blasted to one side. There was a sickening crunch.
Get him. 
Scot cursed, flailing and kicking. He launched Kale off, but Kale landed upright. Standing on his feet, Kale heaved, leaning forward like a bull ready to charge. 
Scot gave one of his famous smirks. Always hated those. 
“I’m gonna punch that stupid smirk off your face!” Kale rushed forward, head low, slamming his shoulder into Scot’s stomach. They both flew back. Scot smashed against a wall and must have felt a sharp burst of pain because when he raised his face, his mouth was wide in agony. Lovely, lovely. 
Kale pinned Scot to the wall using one hand. He cocked his other fist back, letting it linger just a few inches from his target’s face. 
Blood dripped from Scot’s nose. “Come on, you piece of shit.” His voice was breathy, lacking air. “Hit me again.” 
Kale hesitated. 
“Hit me!” 
Kale pulled Scot, yanking on his white t-shirt. “How could you sleep with Brit? How could you do that to me?” 
Scot, even with blood oozing down his face, smirked. “How? By carefully sticking my penis right in her—” 
Screaming inarticulately in fury, Kale shoved Scot harder into the wall. He slammed his fist down—again, once more, a fourth time. 
Blood flew from Scot’s lips. He was drunk, beaten, and helpless; Sadie almost felt bad for him. Almost. 
Scot rolled his face back to eye Kale. “Do it again. Hit me again,” he slurred. 
“Enough!” Jeff stepped past Sadie, rushing between them. He grabbed Kale’s shoulder. “Get off him.” 
“What, you’re on this guy’s side now? He doesn’t even trust you!” Kale released his grip on Scot, dropping him to the floor. “I trust you, Homer. I believe you.” 
Scot fell limply to the hardwood floor. While he was still in the process of collapsing, Angela was already running to his aid. 
Kelsey stood stiffly next to Sadie. Wanting to make sure she stayed put, Sadie latched onto Kelsey’s arm. We should not be involved in this. 
Kale swung Jeff’s hand off. “I’m out of here. Howard, Let’s go.” He stormed for the exit. 
Jeff chased after Kale, trying to placate him. “I’m on all your sides. He doesn’t deserve a beating. He might be an asshole sometimes but—”
“But what?” Kale looked directly at Kelsey. “He thinks we fucked. That’s why he left you. That’s why he took my Brit from me. He’s a selfish prick and you deserve better. Don’t ever go back to him.” 
Atta boy, Kale. Before Kelsey could respond, he left, walking briskly to the parking lot. 
Howard staggered after him, dropping a glass. “Bro, legendary!” 
Sadie went to the doorway to watch. 
Jeff stood on the patio, while Kale fumbled for the keys to his truck. 
“You’re too drunk!” Jeff called. 
“Screw off, Homer. Tell Scot he can screw you off too!” Kale hopped in the truck and started it. Kicking up dirt, he sped for the exit. The truck made it a mere 10 feet before it abruptly swerved off the road and careened into a telephone pole. The front of the truck collapsed and crumbled, smoke rising from the wreckage. 
Alec rushed up behind Sadie and Jeff. After he saw the crumpled truck, he yelled, “Holy shit,” then grabbed his mouth, worried that Nicole had overheard. 
She’s still against swearing? 
Jeff raced off the patio, sprinting for the truck. Alec followed. Soon, Nicole and his brother hurried out, attracted by the commotion, Brian cursing at the sight of the smoking truck. 
Enough people were helping Kale and Howard, so Sadie went back inside the bar for Kelsey. Oh, damn it, girl. She was next to Scot in the lounge area, while his actual
girlfriend was busy getting ice. 
“So you think you’re Rambo all of a sudden?” Kelsey smiled at him, examining his bleeding face. 
“You should see the other guy.” He smiled weakly, his head wobbling. 
Kale never suffered a scratch. 
“Look, Scot,” Kelsey sighed, “you think I cheated on you? With Kale?” 
“That’s what your phone said.” 
Kelsey’s lips thinned in irritation. “You’re so far from correct it’s ridiculous.” 
“I saw what I saw.” 
“No, you always see what you want to see. You should’ve stayed and talked to me, not stuck your dick in Kale’s girlfriend.” 
He stubbornly avoided all eye contact. “I need to go.” Struggling to stand, Angela returned in time to help, dropping the ice, and giving Kelsey an equally icy stare. She then helped Scot hobble to the doorway. He gave Kelsey one last look, mouthing, “Goodbye.” 
They left, passing Sadie without a word. Smart kid. 
Kelsey sighed and slapped her thighs. “Well, let’s get the hell out of here.” 
“Finally.” 
Jerry trotted up to them, slurping his orange juice. “I don’t know about you two, but this night is fantastic so far.” 
“Oh, hush, Jerry.” Sadie grabbed their arms and marched them outside.
Jeff and Alec were helping Kale and Howard out of the crumbled truck. They both seemed fine.
“Let me go.” Kale yanked away from Jeff. 
“Listen, bud.”
Kale threw both hands at Jeff’s chest, but his aim was off and the shove was weak. 
Jeff is a beast. You can’t move him. His cold blue eyes dug chillingly into Kale’s dark brown ones. “Buddy—” 
“Get away from me, Homer!” Kale kicked dirt at him. 
As they argued, Sadie, Kels, and Jerry reached Jerry’s sedan. 
Jeff’s roar froze everyone. “You don’t get it!” 
“Oh, I get it. You all hate me. You all always have!” Swinging his finger at Alec, Kale finished with, “This reunion was such a piece-of-shit idea.” 
Jeff stepped in front of him. “We have work to do, Kale. We always have, and you were right back in high school, but now we
have to stick together.” Making his way farther from Kale, Jeff’s eyes moved from Alec to Scot. “We leave as four.” 
Sadie had heard the boys say those words a few times growing up.
Before anyone had the chance to slice in another word, police sirens echoed from up the dark street. Red and blue lights flashed their way down the hill, and the patrol car swerved into the parking lot, kicking up a cloud of dirt. 
The robust Sheriff Ortiz approached with a hand on his pistol. His deputy exited the patrol car on the other side. 
“Little too much partying tonight, boys?” The lanky deputy smiled as he masticated a piece of gum. He wiped a finger under his nose, grooming his orange mustache. “Ah, Mr. Kale, doing some drunk driving are we?” 
Kale stumbled away from the truck, raising his hand. “Jimmy Miller?” 
Sadie remembered Miller from high school. He’d always smelled...peculiar. 
“It’s Deputy Miller to you.” He grabbed his handcuffs and jangled them. “Okay, everyone who has a sober driver, get out of here.” 
That’s our cue. 
Scot and Angela left in his SUV first. He gave Kelsey one last long look and she returned it. Then they were gone, hopefully forever. 
Jerry got in his car, Kelsey in the passenger seat, and Sadie rolled down a back window to listen to the conversation outside. 
“Sheriff,” Jeff started. 
“If you have a ride, leave. If you don’t work here, leave.” 
Jeff stepped back. 
“Hey, Homer, come with us!” Sadie called from the backseat of the Sedan. 
“Get going, kid,” Sheriff Ortiz demanded. 
Jeff stared at Kale, at a loss. “We will leave as four.” 
Kale was silent. 
On the way to the car, Jeff quickly embraced Alec. “I’m sorry none of you believe me.” 
“I’m sorry this reunion sucked,” said Alec quietly. 
Jeff pulled away, grabbing Nicole’s hand. 
“You never told me how you got that nickname, Homer,” she said, still smiling. 
Jeff curled his upper lip in a semblance of a smile. “I hope one day I get to.” He turned his back to them and got in Jerry’s car. 
What should I say to him? She sneaked a glance at Jeff but he was staring out the window, consumed by the others, watching Kale and Howard as they were arrested. 
After a few moments, their sedan left the parking lot, heading the same direction as Scot and his girlfriend. 
Sadie felt sorry for Jeff. The reunion? Ruined. The group? Divided. Jeff’s hurting. I can help. Intending to comfort him, she told him the night couldn’t get any worse. 
He didn’t respond, seemed so lost. 
Figuring she should let him be, Sadie closed her eyes and sought guidance from the only entity she could really trust: the Dark Dragon.



EVANS
Get to the rendezvous point — Lt. Sampson’s orders. 
Evans would not fail at this, not like he’d done back when he was a part of the Marines. All I had to do was follow one order, and I didn’t. We’d failed the mission because of me. 
Never again, he promised himself. 
Another bullet blasted from his Beretta M9 pistol. Corporal Longsong’s head twitched to the side, his brains scattering across dirt. Evans holstered his weapon. 
“He said the rendezvous point is up the road. We collect supplies and we keep moving.” 
“Okie dokie,” said Jennings. 
They gathered ammunition and other supplies. Without time to mourn the loss of Faith, Felix, and Longsong, Evans swung his carbine around his back and motioned for Jennings to follow. They went back to the main road. Less cover, but the concrete surface allowed them to travel faster. Plus they didn’t want Lt. Sampson to miss them. And Evans knew Sampson had to be alive. If anyone could survive this, it was him. All Evans had to do was find him and receive his next orders. 
The fog roiled and turned, becoming denser, visibility dwindled. 
“Stay close and call out before you fire, got it?” 
Jennings twirled around aimlessly in the thick fog. “I can’t see anything,” he griped. 
“Stay close. I don’t need you shooting me in the back by accident.” 
“Got it. Hey, did you realize both our names end with an S?” 
Please tell me he didn’t just say that. Then he felt it.
Jennings shrugged, obviously not feeling a thing. “What?” 
Evans didn’t respond, kept still. 
“Hey, it was an observation, man. Take it easy.” 
Evans slammed his hand against Jennings’ mouth to silence the simpleton. “Listen.” 
Jennings shrugged again. Removing his hand from Jennings’ mouth, Evans dropped to the concrete, pressed an ear against the smooth surface. Cold. Silent.
Jennings had never looked more confused. “Uh, what are you doing?”
Evans wanted to feel the vibrations, an indication of an incoming undead horde. 
Nothing. What had I felt before? Am I losing it? Evans rose, glanced at Jennings. “Never mind.” 
Jennings rubbed his nose. “Can you like, talk to roads?” 
He almost laughed at the ludicrous statement, but his eyes broke wide in alarm, and he yelled at Jennings to run. 
A stampede of footsteps slammed out from the fog. Decayed moans ravaged their ears, salivating for their flesh. 
Evans sprinted a few yards before realizing he ran alone. Jennings? The rookie, frozen in front of the thick grey wall of fog, crept around to look back. Thudding footsteps rushed to him, and a hand broke through the grey. 
Evans fired. “Run!”
Jennings jolted to his senses, fired a few blind shots at the fog before retreating. 
The moans and echoes of the sprinting feet darted close behind the VTF members. Luckily, the fog lifted the farther they ran, and Evans reached the open road first. He kept running, feet flying across cement. 
“Jon!” Jennings yelped. He’d fallen flat on his face outside the thick fog. Flipping on his back, he stared in shock at the undead coming for him.
“Get up, Gregory!” Evans knelt, firing his carbine in short bursts. The first two sprinters collapsed beside Jennings; each one had the pleasure of a bullet to the brain. “Get up!” 
Jennings came to his senses once more. He spun around, scrambling across the cement, only to lose his balance and fall heavily again. He’s doomed! Jennings flailed around, raising his rifle. Squealing like a pig at the slaughterhouse, he opened fire, and undead bodies tumbled around him. 
Evans steadied his aim, targeting the heads. No matter how tough or fearsome his opponent, he would not sacrifice careful aim. He would not—
Jennings kept his finger on the trigger, firing frantically and aimlessly. The gun jammed. He tossed it to the side, covered his face, and curled into a ball. The sprinting horde surrounded him. What the hell is he doing?!
“Jennings!” Evans reloaded and to his disbelief, salvation came in the form of a pick-up truck hurtling down the road. Headlights beamed on the undead group, and the truck crushed them under its wheels right in front of Pvt. Jennings. 
Evans finished off some stragglers the truck had missed. He rushed to Jennings, yanked him to his feet, and slapped him across the face once, then again. “If you ever give up, I’ll end you myself, you got it?” Evans slapped the kid a third time for good measure. 
Jennings gulped and nodded. 
The pick-up truck swerved back on the road. Lt. Mark Sampson leaned out the window. He neither smiled nor offered a friendly greeting, simply said, “Get in.” 
Machine gun fire blasted from the bed of the truck. Evans helped Jennings into the passenger’s seat before slamming the door shut. He then joined Private Cruz and his M249 light machine gun in the bed. Hulking muscles bulged under cut-off sleeves as Cruz fired. He had various cuts and bruises splashed over his body. A deep gash ran next to his eye, cutting all the way up to his shaved head. None of this seemed to bother him.
When the truck finally sped off, Cruz relaxed, lowering the LMG. Evans nodded at him. “Not falling asleep now, are you, Cruzzy?” 
“During a zombie apocalypse? Never.” 
Evans shook his head in exasperation. 
“Huh?” Cruz scratched his scalp. 
“Zombies, man. Don’t you have a problem calling them that?” 
“Why would I have a problem?” 
“Never mind.” Evans pulled the sliding glass window open and poked his head inside the truck. Lt. Sampson’s full attention was on the road, unlike Jennings, who picked at his own fingernails. “Any good news, sir?” 
“Zero communication. Zero idea what’s happening. Everyone in the Vaults has turned. We’re dark.” Lt. Sampson turned his brawny grizzled head to the side. “Longsong? Felix?” 
“Both dead,” Jennings answered. “Also, Faith,” he added.
“Any sign of Jeff?” Evans raised an eyebrow. 
“Negative. We need to get up the coast, return to Camp Numark.” 
“Roger that,” Evans, about to withdraw, remembered his Uncle Dylan. “Sir, my uncle lives on a yacht at the docks in this town up ahead. He’s expecting me to come visit. Chances are he’s still there.” 
Lt. Sampson gave a curt nod. “Good. We can take the yacht back to base.” 
The sea will be safer. Evans slid the window shut and reclined in the truck’s bed. 
Back at Numark, their Colonel would likely have answers. Evans didn’t need any, but he knew others would. All Evans needed were his new orders: get to the coast, get to the yacht, and get back home. He would not fail. Never again, Evans promised himself. 
Cruz’s eyes grew heavy and fluttered but he managed to keep them open. Good man. 
As they sped down the road, trees slicing at their sides, Evans hoped Jeff was safe, and when that thought crossed his mind, he saw a sign on the roadside:
 
Welcome to Green Hills




 
 
episode two
TO THE COAST!



SCOT
Back during college, Scot and Angela had met at a rager of a party. There was a DJ, glowing lights, even a smoke machine. Also, the frat house throwing the party was known for drugging girls, but people still went. Real magical stuff. Scot had always preferred smaller get-togethers, but regardless, he’d met Angela at the raging party and—
“Scot, what the hell happened back there?” Angela’s hand trembled on the steering wheel. 
The silence had been awkward since they left the reunion, but he still craved it. He needed it. Silence. It can cure most things. It gives a person time to cool down, to think, to not overreact. 
She yelled again. So much for silence. 
“Please watch the road, Angie,” he said, gingerly touching his swollen face. “We can talk about this later.”
“I’ll watch the road when you give me an explanation.” 
“Keep calm and slow down. I’ll explain everything back at my parents’ house.” He leaned his head against the passenger window, hoping she would leave him alone. His head throbbed. His chest ached. He simply wanted sleep. 
Angela’s enraged eyes tore into his flesh. Watch the road. Please. Stop sign! Their SUV sped through the intersection without even a hint of slowing down. He jolted off his window in a panic, giving in to her glare. She’s still looking at me? “Angie, pull over and we talk!” 
How the night sped by. 
Scot shifted and tugged at his seatbelt, his heart accelerating as quickly as the SUV. 
“I know you slept with my roommate!” Angela screamed and floored it, flying them past flaming crashed cars. He didn’t have a chance to make sense of the blurs; the SUV was moving too quickly. What the hell was that? 
“I also know you slept with another girl from my apartment complex! And now I find out you fucked Kale’s girlfriend? You thought I was so clueless, didn’t you?” 
My cock has finally killed me. “Angie, wait.” He grabbed the bar above his head as they raced through another intersection. “Oh, shit!” 
“I thought you were a nice guy. Though clearly after everything tonight, you’re just an asshole. A misogynistic asshole who treats women like objects.” Her eyes were wide with hatred as she growled at him. “I’m not an object, Scot. And don’t you dare say you agree, because that means you’re not listening to me!” 
Misogynistic? I love women. Scot stuck out his hands and pleaded for her to wait, “Listen, I’ll explain,” but the night refused to slow down. 
Just outside the windows of the SUV, the world had sunk into a burning hell. 
A man in a bathrobe sprinted along the street, screaming at the top of his lungs. Blood stained his entire front. Grabbing at his stomach, he fought and failed to keep his balance. Falling to his knees, he let his insides go. Steaming organs plopped out. He was surrounded by bodies and silhouettes that Scot couldn’t make out, but he heard the man’s shrieks till the end. At that moment, death-by-Angela didn’t seem so bad. She wasn’t even aware of the mayhem outside as she continued her angry tirade. 
“And I do everything for you! I would do anything for you.” A brightly strained smile, a lunatic smile, crept across her face as she leaned to Scot, never breaking eye contact with him, never watching the road. “Don’t you know that, Scotty?”
At the college party where they’d first met, Scot had seen Angela wearing a small skirt and a shirt cut just beneath her breasts, exposing her midriff. How he loved exposed midriffs. She had a bright green belly button ring, he remembered. They had locked eyes. How bubbly they’d been. They danced that night, neon lights flashing around them. Every time he tried to kiss her, she eloquently moved her face to the side. It wasn’t until a week after the party that Scot ran into Angela again. He forgot what he'd said to get her on a date. He—
Christ, she let go of the steering wheel. The SUV rushed toward a red stoplight, an intersection mere yards away. Scot kicked his legs, stomping on an imaginary brake as she leaned in even closer. He shrieked, “Angela, stop!” 
“Kiss me!” 
The red light, the street lamps, the other cars on the road all blacked out at the same time. A bus, flames leaping from its windows, raced down a hill straight for the upcoming intersection. Scot lunged for the steering wheel as the SUV flew under the stoplight. Glass sliced across the front seat, ripping into Scot’s face. He tried to save them from flipping over, grabbing the wheel with one hand. The sound of screeching tires rang in his ears. The SUV lost control. Overpowered and weightless, his body was tossed around. Screeching tires stopped. Before shutting his eyes, he saw the ground flip over his head. Angela screamed hysterically at his side. The roof smashed in, but his seatbelt adeptly saved him from suffering a crushed skull. 
Scot opened his eyes. He had to. Sparks flew in every direction. We’re sliding upside down! Squealing metal was agony to his ears. Angela grabbed for his arm and he wanted so badly to touch her skin. My last human contact. He fought to breathe, his chest feeling like a bus had crushed it.
Their SUV slammed to a sudden halt, crashing into a titanic tree. Swinging like rag dolls in their seats, Scot smashed his head, shards of glass cutting into his skin.
Silence, what he’d desired moments before the chaos, finally fell. The world stilled for them briefly. 
On their third date, Scot had been quite nervous. Angela was the first girl he’d considered a serious relationship with since losing Kelsey. After all, how could he pass up being with a caring girl who would likely sacrifice anything for him? And what had he done in return? Slept with Angela’s roommate and a few others. He betrayed her loyalty, her trust, her kindness. 
I deserve to die here. His vision cloudy, his head heavy, and his legs numb, Scot fought to gauge the situation. Angela. She reached for him as a blistering crack ripped through the silence. The tree? 
Blood-drenched, impaled by broken glass, she struggled to reach him. “Scot, I’m sorry.” She battled to touch him. 
Another crack. 
Struggling to regain his composure, Scot grabbed his seat buckle, blood streaming down his head. He froze when he heard screams outside the window. 
Another crack. 
“Scot—”
“Baby, hang on.” Scot tried to comfort her but had trouble hearing his own voice. Unbuckle, dammit. 
Another crack. 
He noticed a massive chunk of glass sticking out of his thigh. Blood had soaked through his jeans, the sight slowed him, made his stomach turn. Ignore it. Get out. Save her. Angela kept whimpering and although Scot responded, and although he heard everything else, his own voice was drowned out. He sensed her hand about to touch his wrist.
Another crack. 
He finally looked at her. Her fingers trembled. Her eyes were wide with fear and pain. “Scot, I’m, I—” 
Hysterical now, Scot fought with his seatbelt like the thing was trying to kill him. Get us out! Get us out! 
Still upside down, still not hearing his own words, he stared at Angela’s moving mouth like he’d done so many times before. Only this time, he listened. 
“I’m sorry,” she said again. Her fingers came so close, all he had to do was reach.
Another crack. 
Scot said her name, never actually hearing it cross his lips. I should’ve told her the truth. I never should’ve brought her here. I should’ve been a better boyfriend, no, a better human being, and let her go. 
Angela fought for him. “Baby, I love—” 
A final piercing snap coldly cut off her last words. The driver’s side caved in and she vanished. Her arm, amputated by the force, shot from her body, her gruesome hand smacking Scot in the face. Metal, glass, and flesh sprayed across the vehicle. He hung upside down, frozen, drenched in pieces of his girlfriend’s organs. Angela! Eyes wide with dread, a scream blasted from Scot’s mouth, and he was finally able to hear his own voice.



KALE
Were they ever real friends? Yes, they had to be. They—
Howard’s rant cut through Kale’s thoughts. “Why am I cuffed? I wasn’t driving!” Bloodstains had crept under his greasy hair, and pressed against the patrol car’s guard, he stared at the cops in front of him. 
Deputy Miller, while focusing on the road as he drove, said, “Shouldn’t have tried to slap me.”
“Can’t believe I missed.” Howard tucked his chin to his chest. Light fog rolled across his window. 
Leaning back in the front seat, Sheriff Ortiz settled into his favorite conversation topic: his cats. “So my fattest cat, Admiral Snuggles, he doesn’t like the newest one.” 
Miller’s voice was unenthused. “What’s the new cat’s name?” 
“Oh, she’s a beauty!” Ortiz reached in his pocket and handed a small picture to Miller. The patrol car was headed in the opposite direction that Scot, Jeff, and the others had taken. Kale caught a glimpse of the picture showing a small black cat with green eyes and a head far too big for its little body. “Meet C-Diddy. He’s a ninja.”
Kale stared at Howard and mouthed, “What the hell is with these guys?” He knew Deputy Miller back in high school. He’d been a weird kid. “I’m a little shocked you’re a man of the law now, Jimmy,” he drawled from the back seat.
Miller glanced back at Kale, his eyes narrowed. “Why’s that?” 
“Oh, there’s too many reasons.” 
Miller groaned. “Keep quiet, Kale. You’re not helping yourself.” 
“I remember in middle school you were willing to do anything if we flowed you some cash.” 
“I’m not that guy anymore, Kale.” Miller clearly didn’t want to take a walk down memory lane. This delighted Kale. 
“Yeah, yeah, get this.” Kale nudged Howard with his shoulder, his wrists cuffed behind his back. “One time we gave him ten dollars, just ten dollars, to walk in this old person’s home. Naked. Fully erect. Though, hm, if I recall, he could only go half-mast.” 
A drunken giggle bounced from Howard’s mouth, but his lips immediately clenched back together, holding back a spill of vomit. 
“Shut up, Kale!” Miller’s hand tightened around the steering wheel, already fuming.
Even Sheriff Ortiz let out a chuckle. 
“Oh, man, Jimmy Miller! You were one sick mofo! I remember this one time—” 
Miller spun around, driving blind. “I’m a respectable man of the law! You watch your mouth!”
“Look out, Jimmy!” Ortiz grabbed for the steering wheel. Too late. 
Miller slammed the brakes but the patrol car smashed into a person crossing the street. The body crunched against the windshield. The patrol car swerved around, burning rubber, doing a 180-degree turn. It came to a snapping halt, still on the road. 
Miller and Ortiz gasped, staring at one another. Bloody bits of flesh crept down the cracked windshield. On the road, a body lay sprawled out across cement. 
“Some driving, Jimmy,” Kale grinned and shook his head. 
Howard said, “S.M.H.” 
I oughta slap him. 
“You two shut up,” Ortiz snapped this time. “Stay with them, Jimmy.” 
Miller smacked the steering wheel angrily as the Sheriff left the car to investigate. “See what you did?” 
Kale shrugged, “Meh.” 
Outside, Ortiz approached the still body. He signaled for Miller to turn the high beams on. The lights revealed a mangled corpse wearing tattered clothes. It was ripped open, its skin peeled away to show its glistening muscles. What skin remained had the appearance of moldy bread. What the hell? 
Kale watched in excited anticipation. “You were right, Howard. This has all the makings of a horror movie.”
“Ten bucks says the thing bites his face off,” Howard said, eagerly smacking his lips. 
“Both of you, shut up,” Miller groaned, his hands tightened around the steering wheel. He hunched over so far his chin brushed the steering wheel and his legs jittered anxiously up and down. He’s totally freaking right now. Delicious. 
Outside, Ortiz stood over the seemingly lifeless body. He grabbed his mouth, gagging and averting his face. He gave the thumbs down sign to the patrol car. Then, it came. A moan, long and low, crawled out of the dead man. Ortiz tiptoed back toward the body, taking his hand away from his mouth and leaning closer to look again. “Sir?” 
This can’t be happening. Is this happening? 
Another moan sounded, and this time, the body pressed a frail, broken arm against the cement. It turned its head and its moans grew louder. Its skin stuck to the ground, exposing its cheekbones. It stared right at Ortiz, one eye dangling loosely from its socket. 
Zombie! Holy shit, zombie! Zombie! 
“My God...” Ortiz stumbled back in shock, fumbling at his holster.
Run, you fool! 
“What the hell is he?” Miller squinted at the body slowly rising from the asphalt. 
“That’s no he. Your Sheriff better shoot that motherfucking thing!” Howard shrieked and bumped his head against the guard. He’s right. So was Jeff, it seems. 
“For the last time, shut the fuck up!” Miller smacked the steering wheel over and over. Kale lost count. 
Ortiz backed his way toward the patrol car, gun finally readied with shaky hands. The body rose fully erect and flopped forward a couple steps, its one eye locked on the Sheriff. “Stay there and I’ll get help. Okay, sir?’ 
He’s gonna die! 
The body lunged, nearly toppling over. A bone cracked in its leg. “Screw this!” Ortiz yelled, lowered his gun, and raced for the patrol car. He plopped in, slamming the door shut and stared at his deputy. 
Howard hopped on the back seat. “Shoot it! Get out and shoot it in the head!” 
“What the hell is it?” Miller put the car in reverse. 
Howard groaned. “You imbecile. It’s a goddamn zombie!”
“Will you shut up!” Miller screamed and swung the car around. Kale hit his head as the car spun. 
“Let’s go back and warn those kids at Brian’s bar,” Ortiz ordered. 
“Yes, sir.” 
“You should have killed it,” Howard said. 
“For the love of all that is holy, please shut your mouth.” Deputy Miller floored the patrol car, speeding back to the bar. “Otherwise, I’ll turn this around and leave your friends clueless.” 
“They aren’t my friends,” Howard retorted. 
“I appreciate this, Jimmy. I really do.” Kale pressed his head against the guard. Jeff. Homer. I should’ve never doubted you. I should have never doubted any of this. We are meant to be the saviors of this world. I know it. 
“Yeah, well you all better hope I get home in time to make sure Admiral Snuggles and C-Diddy are okay.” Sheriff Ortiz had his pistol out in one hand and the glossy picture of his cats in his other. 
They raced along the street for several minutes. 
A rush of excitement flushed through Kale, some nerves too, but he ignored any tinglings of anxiety. He knew this was it. Everything in their past had led to this night. Back in high school, a purpose had been created. All he had to do? Reunite his friends. Again. 
Sheriff Ortiz glanced at his deputy as they closed in on the bar. “No news from Deputies Tyler and Greene?” 
“Nothing.” Miller kept his eyes on the road but then abruptly slammed on the brakes. The bar was clearly in sight but outside the bar stumbled several undead corpses. They ravenously searched for a way in, a way to devour Kale’s friends. 
“Well, back to the station, boss?” Miller raised his orange brows at Ortiz. 
“We can’t leave them in there.” 
“What do we do?” 
“In all the time you’ve known me, Jimmy, what makes you think I know what the hell to do right now?”
Miller grimaced and shrugged.
Howard, mimicking Christian Bale’s voice from The Dark Knight, said, “I’ll tell you what we do.” 
All eyes landed on him.



ALEC
Vomit hurled from his throat and into a toilet. He rested his face on the cool porcelain bowl, too drunk to care about cleanliness. Nicole, crouching next to him, cringed as she rubbed his back soothingly. “Let it all go.” 
Let it go. I must let it go. The past. The vomit. Everything. “You’re the best,” he slurred, his eyes closed. He wiped at his lips. “I wish my friends stayed longer. I wish things were diff—oh no!”
Nicole wiped away the chunks covering his mouth with a tissue once he finished. She stroked his head, running her fingers over his short hair. 
“Babe, do me a favor?” 
Nicole said, “Sure.” 
“Check on Brian for me. He’s a mess.” 
“Okay. Call for me if you need anything.” She hiccupped on her way out of the bathroom. Nicole was pretty good about handling her vodka, and Alec wondered a bit resentfully if she was even drunk. He stayed sprawled over the toilet for a few minutes after she left. Nothing more would come out so he eased off the bowl, wobbling back, his legs sore from lying on hard tiles. Cold water from the sink felt life-saving on his face. I’m never drinking again. With a clean finish, he lurched at the door, moving pretty quietly for a drunken stumbler. 
Pressed against a wall of the hallway, he sidled out toward the main area of the bar. A cold breeze crawled behind him. Must have left the back door open. He ignored it and, pausing in the hall, he heard Nicole, Brian and the waitress, Erica. 
“I almost lost everything today,” Brian sighed. 
“You’ll be fine.” Nicole touched his back and Alec saw jealousy spark in Erica’s eyes. Not sure what Brian was thinking when he cheated on his girl. Some guys can’t control their weenies. 
Brian rubbed at the bags under his eyes. “How’s Alec doing?’ 
“He’s thrown up the last of it, I think. How are you?” Nicole pulled the stool closer to him, resting one hand on his arm. 
Brian absently rubbed a finger along the rim of the tequila bottle, never bringing it to his lips. “This place is sinking and it’s drowning me.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“Financially, I’m done. I have to close it down.” 
Nicole reached over and touched Brian’s wrist. A sister’s touch. Nothing sexual. I’m surprised they don’t see me standing here. A chocolate shake sounds good. His mind wandered. Brian placed a hand on top of Nicole’s. Both of them were thoroughly punished by icy cold stares from Erica. Erica was about to speak, about to voice her jealousy—
The entrance to the bar swung open. They all turned in their stools, no one noticing Alec in the hall. Another person? How many people are coming tonight?
A tall man wearing a leather jacket stood in the doorway. His hair was slicked back and he looked like he’d stepped out of the 1950s. Erica’s boyfriend: Tommy. Alec had met him once or twice. Not a fun guy to be around. 
“Tommy!” Erica hopped off the stool. “Where have you been?” She froze when she got a good look at him. 
Tommy stepped into the light, revealing a bleeding cut slashing across his face. 
Erica grabbed him anxiously. “What happened?” 
Brian and Nicole stepped off their stools. 
Tommy heaved, strands of dark hair falling over his forehead. He threw them back with a quick head swing. He stared at Erica, then Nicole, and finally Brian. He too didn’t notice Alec. A cold whisper choked from his lips: “They’re coming.” 
They? 
“Who?” Brian went to his office. 
Tommy shook his head, confused. “Can-cannibals. I don’t know. It was dark. They attacked us at a gas station. They killed everyone. I barely escaped.” 
Brian returned, his shotgun in one hand, a box of shells in the other. A determined badass. “How many?” 
“A dozen or so. It all happened so fast.” 
“Let me get this straight. You were at the gas station and attacked by, uh, cannibals?”
“I don’t know what they are. They ate two of my buddies and attacked the attendant. I think the survivors barricaded themselves inside the food mart. These things are strong. I had to run.” 
“You swear you saw this?” 
Tommy stumbled a step closer to Alec’s brother. “Do I look like the type of guy who would make this up?” 
Brian, swinging the shotgun in one hand, pushed his way to Tommy. 
“Brian,” Nicole cautioned, following closely behind. 
“Nic, go get Alec. Bring him here.” Brian’s eyes stared directly into Tommy’s. “I’ve had one helluva night, kid. So no, I don’t think you’re making this up, considering I’m the one with the shotgun.” 
Tommy nodded. “Well, load it already.”
Brian smiled. “Already loaded.” 
Erica said, “You keep it loaded all the time?” 
“Nicole, please go get Alec and bring him here.” 
Enough of this nonsense. “Bring me here for what?” Alec leaned right outside the bathroom hall and wiped his mouth. They all stared at him. What? Do I still have vomit covering my face? 
A stench of decay wrapped around Alec, and before he saw the source, a rotting hand grabbed his skull. Holy hell! Shoved forward, Alec smashed down onto his chest. Something scrambled on his back. He kicked, swung, clawed at the wooden floor to escape but he was overpowered. Trapped. A moan sank in his ears, cold breath crawled along his temples, and claws ripped his shirt. Rough fingers scathed his flesh. 
“Alec!” Brian pumped his shotgun and went for his brother. Please don’t let him miss. Please let me live. Brian fired with no hesitation. Whatever pinned Alec was thrown across the bar by the impact of the spread. Something warm and wet soaked through his shirt. Brian grabbed him, hauling him to his feet. 
“Shoot it again!” Tommy yelled. 
“I know what I’m doing,” Brian said grimly. 
Alec stood in shock, realizing what had pinned him down. Is Tommy an idiot? I might be drunk but I know a zombie when I see one. This is no cannibal. The zombie struggled to rise and Brian fired again. Its skull vanished in a fountain of blood and bone. 
“Hell yeah, brother!” Alec stomped and pumped a fist in celebration. 
Another moan crawled its way up the dark bathroom hall, followed by another low groan. Wooden flooring creaked under the weight of each step two stumbling corpses took, slowly emerging into the light.
“More!” Erica yelled. 
“Get that back door shut!” Tommy commanded.
Alec’s ears rang from the shrieks and the loud blast of the shotgun. Nicole. She was standing next to the bar, both hands on a stool. Her eyes were wide as he rushed to her side. “We’re okay,” she said. 
“They keep coming!” Brian screamed over his shotgun. 
Tommy pointed at the main entrance. “Forget the hall, let’s make a break for it.” 
Alec kissed Nicole, took her hand, and they ran to the main door. Not thinking twice, he yanked the entrance open. A sprinting corpse sprang through, pouncing on his chest. He slammed to the floor underneath its weight, pinned once again. 
Nicole screamed for Alec to get up and for his brother to help. Alec struggled with the dead woman. It wasn’t as strong as the male stumbler who had pinned him before, but he wasn’t able to get away. He saw past it into the night and spotted another slow stumbler making its way up the patio. 
Alec rocked back and forth, shoving his hands into the woman’s chest, kicking his legs, all in a frantic attempt to escape. He slapped a hand across its face and it hissed down at him, cold saliva falling off its lips and splashing against his forehead. You dirty bitch! He gagged and coughed from the stench, and as its teeth darted for his neck, a bar stool smashed into its face. He grabbed the opportunity and rolled away from the corpse, staring at his beautiful fiancée in all her glory. 
Nicole fought for balance, clenching the stool with both hands. Her eyes were locked on the female stumbler struggling to rise. She screamed, charged forward, and shoved the stool into its gut, thrusting it off the patio. She almost fell over outside. Nicole! A cacophony of moans surrounded her. Dead silhouettes filled the parking lot beyond her. She threw the stool at them, knocking a corpse over, and retreated. Alec rose to his knees and grabbed her. Slamming the entrance shut as the door swung closed, he caught a glimpse of headlights accelerating right for the porch.
“Everyone get back!” Alec screamed and tugged Nicole, sprinting for safety. 
The front entrance collapsed. A patrol car plowed into the bar. Tables and chairs exploded in every direction. The wave of destruction culminated at the wall of bottles: glass and alcohol sprayed across the establishment. Two bottles shattered on the roof of the car, pouring gin down its windshield. 
“Brian!” Alec called, holding Nicole by the relative safety of the office. The car was between them and the hallway Brian defended. 
“What the—” his brother yelled from the other side of the car. He was separated from the rest of the group. Brian grabbed his shaved head, ignoring the zombies and pending apocalypse. “What the hell did you do to my bar?” 
The engine shut off. Sheriff Ortiz fell out the front seat next to Brian, right onto his hands and knees. He yelled back at Deputy Miller, “Why did we listen to that drunk kid?” 
Howard, cuffed in the backseat, simply shrugged. “Okay, mistakes were made, but I’m pretty sure we ran over a couple of zombies. Success! Am I right?”
Miller, ignoring him, kicked the driver’s side open.
“Everyone to the back office!” Brian rushed past the patrol car. He got a glimpse of the outside and Alec followed his horrified stare. 
Outside, a pack of sprinters made their way past the slower stumbling zombies. Brian fired twice through the broken wall. A wooden beam dropped just in front of him. The center of the wall had vanished, only a gaping, ravaged hole in its wake. He stopped behind the car, leaned against it, and fired spread after spread. 
Deputy Miller swung the patrol car’s back door open, grabbing Kale’s shirt with one hand while keeping his pistol, a Glock 22, aimed at the shattered entrance. Kale stumbled out from the patrol car, his wrists cuffed tightly behind his back. He lost his balance and crashed to his knees. Alec ran to help. 
They stared at one another, thinking the same thing: we leave as four. 
Inside the patrol car, Howard squirmed on his side; his wrists were cuffed in front of him. Ortiz blocked his door. The sheriff took out his sidearm, standing alone on the side of the bar where Alec had first been attacked. Gunshots filled the room. Howard wiggled back, trying to get out through Kale’s door when Miller grabbed his ankle and tugged. He fell on the ground right next to Kale. 
Quick shots came from Ortiz while strong spreads came from Brian. 
On his feet, Kale sniffed, staring at Alec. They nodded as Alec rubbed his friend’s arm. “Glad you’re okay.” 
“Too soon to say that.” Kale turned to their three defenders. 
Ortiz, Miller, and Brian continued to fire at the oncoming horde—an army of rotten flesh, starving moans, and rapid feet flooding from the outside. 
“Fall back, Sheriff!” Miller screamed, retreating a step toward the office. The sprinters stormed into the bar. Brian spun around and rushed past the deputy, grabbing the shotgun shells on the bar as he told everyone to seek refuge in the office. Alec stood in place, watching the horror unfold. 
 “Ortiz!” Miller called for his sheriff. 
“I’m com—arghyearrh!” The sheriff unleashed a tormented scream before he appeared around the patrol car. Right behind him! The tumbling fat man clutched at his own neck, blood leaking through his fingers. Bit. He reached for Miller as he fell to his knees. He couldn’t maintain pressure on his neck wound and let go of it. Blood jetted across the patrol car. “My cats,” he whispered sadly. 
“Sheriff!” Miller’s cries would do no good. The sprinters launched on Ortiz and his body vanished beneath a roiling mass of the undead. Two gun shots. Two tortured squeals. Silence. Miller forced his way into the office along with Brian. 
Alec, closest to the door, pressed his back against it to wedge it closed. Just a door between us and them. And like the seven other people staring back at him, he knew they’d trapped themselves in their own grave.



JEFF
They’re already here. Jeff stared out the sedan’s window at a gas station. Two massacred bodies were next to pumps, a Jeep near them.
“Should we call the po-po?” Jerry’s voice was quite sincere. “I don’t have a cell. Allergies.” 
“How are you allergic to cell phones?” Sadie asked. 
“I just am! Okay? Wow.” 
“Don’t overreact, Jerry,” said Kelsey. 
“You’re right.” He stroked the steering wheel. “Sorry, Sadie.” 
“It’s fine.” 
“Hey, you know those people who have trouble controlling the volume of their voice?” Jerry started. “Well, I have a condition similar to that. My legs, I can’t control their speed sometimes.”
What am I doing in this car? Everyone else checked their phones and of course, no one had service. I should be with Alec, Kale, and Scot. We need to reunite, again. 
“Let’s keep going, Jerry,” Sadie quickly said as she grabbed the back of his seat.
“Well, I would, but I need gasolina. We don’t have another mile in this thing without it.” Jerry tapped the gas gauge and then eyed Jeff. “Tough guy have any suggestions?” 
I do. “Stay put. I’ll make sure it’s clear.” As quick as his response, Jeff stepped out of the car. 
Kelsey called for him, “Homer.” 
Without responding, Jeff went for the pumps, sneaking up a sidewalk leading from the main street to the gas station. 
“Don’t die! I really want to know why you’re called Homer,” Sadie yelled from the back. 
Back in high school, Sadie used to intimidate him and his friends. It wasn't so much the way she'd dressed—all gothic like—but if you ever got on her bad side, well, you didn't want to be on Sadie's bad side. 
In the gas station, Jeff crouched down to check the first body. A man with an enormous brown beard and plaid shirt lay face down, unmoving. He searched for a pulse. Nothing. A crow bar was right next to the dead body. Jeff grabbed it and stood, examining the food mart. Several long cracks crept across its glass doors but they still stood intact. Lights flickered eerily inside. He checked the other body, a younger man wearing thick-framed glasses. No pulse. 
At the food mart, Jeff stared through the glass doors, not entering for fear of being cornered. He turned back to the pumps. 
The gas station was on a street corner at the top of a steep hill. Nothing else was nearby, except for Green Hills High School, a couple of miles away. Go Panthers! he thought to himself. He used to play on the school’s water polo team, even smiled at that memory. 
The night was crisp, and a breeze meandered down the streets. Trees across the road swayed back and forth. Seems clear. 
Jogging back to the pumps, he signaled the sedan with one hand while holding the crowbar in his other. 
Jerry’s sedan crept into the station and pulled up next to the first pump, right in front of Jeff. Jerry, ready to hop out, forgot to unbuckle his seatbelt. It yanked him back and he squirmed and whined until it came lose. Finally on his feet, he fixed his shirt to hide his protruding belly. He looked at Jeff. “What?” he snapped. His cheeks jiggled. “It’s heft, not fat.” 
Jeff shrugged. “I don’t care.” 
“We can’t all be a Ken doll like you!” Jerry stomped and snagged the pump. 
Jeff didn’t want to be a jerk and he felt bad, so he offered, “You can wait in the car. I’ll finish up.” 
Jerry swung away from the gas pump with a smile on his face, but his smile vanished when he looked past Jeff’s shoulder. He gasped and choked in fear. “Je-Ho-Jeff!” 
The man with a large beard had risen. Blood seeped out his pale face, just below his eye. 
“I thought he was dead!” Jerry cried. 
“Get inside,” urged Jeff. 
“Jeff!” Kelsey alerted from inside the car, her voice muffled. 
Next to the Jeep, another body had slowly come back to life. 
One from the front, one from the side. Both mine. 
The first zombie’s beard tickled Jeff’s skin. Its eyes were bloodshot and its jaw was locked open. Hands shot forward, hoping to grab Jeff. He swung the crowbar immediately, and its curved end impaled skull. A stream of blood ejected as the creature collapsed. It groaned hollowly a couple times then died while on its knees. Fully dead. 
Jeff yanked the crowbar out, kicked the body to the ground, and went to face the next undead man that had stood on the other side of the car. Gone. Where?
The girls screamed from inside the sedan, yelling for their friend. 
Jerry shrieked. The undead man reached for him as he held the nozzle of the gas pump. Jerry kicked outward, struggling to deflect the man with his flailing legs. The man grabbed his shoe and Jerry tugged, fighting to break free. “He-help!” 
Teeth sank into Jerry’s shoe as he pulled the gas nozzle from the car and slammed it against the undead man’s head, repeatedly. The teeth had ripped open the tip of the shoe. “My Sketchers!” Jerry dropped the nozzle, bent down to examine the damage to his sneakers. 
The undead man lunged again. 
“Jerry!” the girls screamed from inside, banging glass. 
Jeff leapt over the car, sliding on the hood like a cop from one of those TV shows, movies, any pieces of fiction. He landed next to the pump in time to see Jerry’s dead eyes staring up into the night. The undead man continued to chomp at the poor guy’s chest, pulling out meaty chunks of Jerry while ignoring Jeff. 
Jeff raised the crowbar over the man’s head but paused when he heard the thuds, the moans. 
It was the sprinters, from up the hill, the opposite direction from where the survivors had arrived. Resurrected corpses stampeded through the dark. 
Indulging in a long, deep breath, Jeff slammed the crowbar into the undead man’s skull, interrupting its feast on the dead Jerry. I’m sorry I wasn’t faster. 
Sadie screamed inside the car while Kelsey was eerily quiet. 
Five sprinters made their way down the street before entering the gas station. 
“Stay inside!” Jeff yelled at the girls. Sadie yelled back at him, banging her hands against glass and crying at the sight of Jerry’s half-eaten body. 
Stepping away from the sedan, Jeff braced himself for a fight to the death right outside the food mart. He took a swinging stance, raising the crowbar like a baseball bat, and stared down the five sprinters heading for him. A pack of dead high school teens. The closest one, leading the group, wore a track jacket that was torn open, revealing a gaping bloodied hole in its rib cage. 
Track Jacket moaned at Jeff. It was loud, almost a roar. 
Jeff roared back and charged. He swung the crowbar around as Track Jacket smashed into him. 
Track Jacket flew to the side, slamming against the Jeep; its head crushed into pieces. 
Having lost his balance, Jeff tumbled over as four other sprinters caught him. The night spun in every direction when he crashed to cement. Raising the crowbar, Jeff used it to deflect the next attack. A sprinter lunged on him, its teeth snapping viciously. This one wore a beanie. Beanie’s teeth crunched against the metal of the crowbar. It was larger than Track Jacket but Jeff managed to throw Beanie off. He rolled across the cement several times and, in the process, lost the crowbar. 
Jeff pushed off the cement to his knees at the same time Beanie lunged. Using only his hands, he caught the undead teen and they both fell on their sides. The three other sprinters regained their footing and were only yards away; Jeff knew he was doomed. 
The door to the food mart swung open. An old man stepped out and fired his rifle. A sprinter’s head blew open in a red shower.
Beanie groaned over Jeff, salivating for him. Its face was moldier, more decayed than the others. Jeff threw a punch at Beanie’s head and felt its skull crack beneath his fist. He threw another punch to the same spot and this time, his hand broke through bone, and his fingers skimmed brain. Jeff grabbed chunks of grey matter and released a thunderous yell as he performed his first hemispherectomy. 
Another shot rang through the night, the bullet missing the last two sprinters. One zombie went for the sedan and the other flew past Jeff, targeting the old man at the food mart. A bullet sang, serenading the corpse’s head, dropping it at the old man’s feet. 
The final sprinter slammed its fists against the window of the sedan, its glass cracking right in front of Sadie’s eyes. She froze in the back seat while Kelsey spun around in the front seat to face the threat. 
Jeff rose, wiped at his face; a chunk of brain clung to his cheek. Keep it together. He stumbled about and found the crowbar. 
The last sprinter’s head caved in easily. Anything is easy after you pull out a brain using your bare hands. 
“You must get inside, now,” the old man called from the food mart. “More are coming.” 
Jeff fought for air, for a moment to breathe. “How do you know?”
“Because I fired this,” the old man said, indicating the rifle. 
Before Jeff could respond, before he could catch his breath, he heard them sprinting through the darkness. He yanked Sadie’s door open. 
Kelsey got out on her own and fled to the food mart, but Sadie froze. She looked at Jeff with a vacant stare. This is not the time to go into shock. He touched her arm and gave a light pull, but she was locked in place.
“Hurry!” The old man tugged Kelsey behind him and she fell into the food mart, all the while he kept his rifle raised. 
Sprinters came from every direction: the road where the previous five came, up the road from where Jeff came, and a few from behind the food mart. 
Jeff spun around. Surrounded. 
The food mart is no longer an option. The old man knew the same and vanished from his sight with Kelsey, locking the doors behind him. Kelsey screamed as she was pulled into the store. 
I will return for you, I promise. Jeff slammed Sadie’s door shut, jumped over the front seat, slid under the steering wheel, then lunged to close the front door, just as sprinters collided with the vehicle. The engine came to life and glass shattered over Sadie as she huddled in the seat. 
Slamming the car in reverse, Jeff crushed several bodies beneath its wheels. There were thuds everywhere, and mouths dripped hungrily for him and Sadie. His hand, so full of sweat, slipped on the steering wheel, but he kept driving, ramming anything in his way. 
As he made his escape out the gas station, as howling corpses clawed at the sedan from every direction, Jeff hoped his friends were better off.



ALEC
We’re dead. 
Nicole’s scent usually calmed him but nothing could ease his mind as those dead things clawed at the office door. He and Nicole stood together at the back of the office. As for the six other people in front of them, Erica burrowed into Tommy’s arm, Brian loaded his shotgun, while Deputy Miller checked his remaining ammo, and Kale and Howard were cuffed, helpless, and useless. Still drunk like me. 
Moans, growls and thuds pressed against the door. The hinges creaked and its wood bowed inward. 
“We need a way out,” Miller told Brian. 
“No shit.” Brian circled the office, frowning grimly, but soon formed a smile. The air vent! One shotgun blast broke the grate open. “Everyone in!” he commanded. 
A piece of wood from the door frame snapped, flying into the office and smacking Kale in the face. “Dammit!” 
Brian stayed close to the door as a zombie tried to squeeze its head in the new crack. It hissed at him and Brian screamed back. A pump, a blast, the face vanished in a splatter of blood, along with a chunk of the door. There was no sight of the rest of the bar, only a sea of rotten flesh fighting to swarm their refuge. “Alec, lead them out. You remember the way to the roof, yeah?” 
Alec nodded. Though they were drunk the one time they ventured into the vents, he recalled the path easily enough. He touched his brother’s shoulder and their eyes connected for a brief second. “Be right behind us.” 
Brian nodded, giving a quick affirmation. 
Alec heaved himself up in the vent and ensured that Nicole was right behind him. Although tight, the vent had enough room for his broad shoulders to slip through. It was a short crawl. A few turns later and he kicked open the grate covering the exit to the roof. The night, cold as ever, was filled with the haunting moans of the walking dead. Undead. Zombies, mothereffin’ zombies. As the chilly air cooled their skin, Alec grabbed Nicole, his fingers tight on her shoulder, and pressed his lips to hers. Our last night, perhaps. “I love you,” he said firmly.
“I love you.” Her voice was just as strong. 
Erica came out next. Tommy followed. Kale squirmed his way out, his hands bound behind his back. Alec reached in and helped his friend maneuver. Howard came next, assisted by Deputy Miller, and finally...Alec waited to see his brother’s face. 
Brian. Where is Brian? 
He grabbed Miller’s shirt, forgetting he was a man of the law. “Where’s my brother?” 
“He was holding them off; he should’ve been right behind—” 
Alec shoved Miller aside and climbed back in the vent. 
“Wait!” Nicole rushed forward and grabbed his arm before he lowered all the way into the vent. 
“I have to help him.”
“I know. I love you.” 
He kissed her again, wishing it could last longer, wishing it could last forever. Before disappearing in the vent, he locked eyes with Kale. 
“We leave as four,” his once good friend said, his voice strong and confident.
Alec left without another word. 
He crawled fast, faster than before. He could hear the shotgun blasting. He kept crawling. The sounds of the shotgun became deafening. The last stretch of the vent came around the corner. Another blast. Hold your ground, Brian. I’m coming! He made the last turn and the office was yards away. One last blast. He heard the shotgun tumble from Brian’s hands and clatter on the floor. His brother leapt, pressing himself against the vent. He struggled to make the climb, losing his grip and slipping backwards. 
The office door caved in. A few moans drifted into the office. 
Brian must’ve killed most of them. 
Alec’s brother slipped toward his death and just as he was about to fall back into the office, Alec grabbed his arms. Brian’s eyes shot wide with relief and fear. Alec tugged with all his strength. Dead hands clutched at Brian’s leg and refused to let him go. He’s mine! Alec clenched his teeth, growled, and pulled. 
“Leave me!” Brian tumbled and vanished from his younger brother’s hold, knocking two of the last three zombies over. The largest stayed standing, wearing dirty overalls. Overalls never noticed Alec peeking out from the vent. Overalls wanted his brother. 
Never. Alec launched from the vent, slamming down on the large creature. They both landed on the wooden desk. Somehow Alec ended under Overalls. Pinned again. The table legs wobbled. Overalls grabbed his shirt, nails digging through fabric. A tug and a slam. Another. The creature growled. Table legs kept wobbling. 
In the corner of the small office, Brian kicked and screamed as two other zombies scrambled for him. One wore a bandana, the other a glowing nose ring; both were much smaller than Overalls. Brian nailed Bandana in the cheek as he scrambled backwards. Dazed and confused, the zombie fell over. Brian dove for the shotgun on the floor and swung it back, cracking Nose Ring in the face. The zombie hissed, unfazed by the blow. Alec wanted so badly for Brian to shoot their brains out. We need infinite ammo. Nose Ring lunged for his brother again, wrapping its hands around his ankle. Brian shook his leg and whacked at it with the gun, but it wouldn’t let go. Its mouth darted for his leg. His pants had ridden up, revealing his hairy flesh, ripe for the devouring. And as its teeth inched in, the legs of the desk Alec was pinned on finally gave out. The desk snapped apart. 
Pain shot through Alec’s back as the he smashed to the floor, but he deftly ignored it. 
A chunk of wood splintered from the wreckage and skittered to Brian. His brother grabbed it, contemplated it for a moment, then stabbed it like a broken stake into Nose Ring’s head before its teeth could close around his flesh. The relief in his eyes lasted for only a second, quickly extinguished by the sight of another ravenous zombie.
Bandana was ferociously fast unlike Nose Ring and Overalls. A fresh corpse, a sprinter. It swung its arms like propellers, angling its claws for Brian’s face. 
Overalls had fallen on top of Alec after the desk snapped apart. Its body outweighed Alec’s own by a good forty pounds. Its wet smelly weight made Alec gag. 
To Alec’s side, Bandana ravaged Brian. Its nails clawed his skin, shredding his cheek. Its teeth shot for his neck but Brian blocked with the stake, and the zombie’s teeth clamped around the wood. 
Fight. Alec shoved and shoved and kicked and kicked, but Overalls wouldn’t budge. Stuck in place, neither party moved in any direction. Then Overalls got a hand on Alec’s face, shoving him down against the desk, as if he were being forced to watch his brother fight for his life.
Bandana tugged the stake from Brian’s hand, spat it out, and launched another bite at Brian just as Brian swung a fist into its face. Bandana tumbled away from Brian’s legs and he finally was able to kick to his feet. He rushed over and launched his shoulder into Overalls, freeing Alec. 
Standing together, the brothers looked at one another, almost smiling. “Let’s go,” said Brian. “This place is done.” 
Bandana had risen silently behind them. Alec noticed first. “Brian!” 
Crooked teeth sunk into his brother’s shoulder. 
Brian screamed, shoved a hand back, and dug a finger into Bandana’s eye. Alec charged and pulled the zombie off his brother, causing Bandana to fall on the floor, still chewing on a piece of Brian’s fat. You motherfucker. Alec shoved Bandana into the wall, punched its face twice, let go, dropped for the stake, and just as Bandana dropped too, he stabbed. The stake jutted through Bandana’s mouth, impaling through its tongue, stopping short of the brain. Its mouth was frozen open around the wood as it kept swinging and clawing. 
Chomping ferociously for Alec, ignorant to the stake, Bandana bit its way to the end of its afterlife. 
Alec heaved and choked over the slain corpse. Then Brian screamed. 
Overalls held Brian aloft, burying its mouth into his ravaged chest. No, no, no! Alec flung to his feet and pulled his brother back. Teeth shredded more of Brian’s skin off. 
Alec let go, for Overalls had won the tug-o-war. Turning frantically, dripping with sweat, Alec got the shotgun, and ran around Overalls as it fed on his brother. With the shotgun held like a club, he swung at the creature’s head. 
Brian collapsed to the ground: legs bent, arms sprawled. 
Overalls turned back, groaning, staring down at Alec, who kept his sweaty hands tight around the shotgun. In a headlong charge, Overalls flung at him. He dodged to the side, and the zombie's massive head broke through plaster wall. Alec swung at its leg, making it stumbled. A swing to the other leg, and Overalls fell to its knees, and then clawed at the wall to help itself stand. The shotgun attacked its back, its neck, its head. Crush that skull, crush it for Brian. Alec swung, swung, and swung. An exploding crack and the walls were sprayed by bloody bits of skull and brain. Drenched in zombie pieces, Alec kept swinging until Overalls’ body fell on its side. He swung some more. 
Finishing, Alec wiped blood from his face and glanced back, forcing himself to look at Brian. His brother was sprawled—his chest ripped open—in a spreading pool of blood. His skin was so pale; Alec knew he'd already died. 
Alec kicked Overalls’ corpse twice, cursing it. He wiped tears and brain chunks from his cheeks and stepped to his brother’s dead body, dragging the shotgun. Averting his eyes, he pressed a hand to his trembling lips. It can’t be, not him. Fighting reality, Alec rushed to the air vent and grabbed it. Brian. He hesitated to climb in, to flee. You still have Nicole, you still have her. Send Brian on, then keep her safe. He looked back at his brother. His fingers shook around the shotgun. Brian would turn, Alec believed. You must smash his skull in. He stepped to the body but quickly turned and grabbed his mouth again, whimpering. Vomit. He wanted to; he needed to. Dry heaves shook his body. He had nothing to release. Saliva stuck to his palm as he removed his hand from his mouth, knowing he had to let his brother rest in peace. Do it. You must. He knelt by the body, eyes a frozen death. Touching Brian’s cheek, he kissed his shaved head. “I love you, brother,” he said, feeling as if his words meant nothing since his brother would never hear them. 
Eyes burning, stomach turning, Alec knelt and raised the shotgun over his own head. Two deep breaths and he did what he had to. Brian’s skull didn’t crack on the first swing, so he had to try again. And again. And he kept swinging until his brother’s skull was a pool of splattered meat. The veins in Alec’s neck bulged, his eyes igniting with fury. He struck down again and again at the unrecognizable mush. The lights in the bar flickered to darkness as pieces of his brother sprayed all around him. 
Silence. No movement, no moans. The black room was left empty, but then came Alec’s harrowing screams.



SCOT
Stretching out the upside down SUV’s window, Scot’s skin pressed against shattered glass, cutting into him. Half his body was on cement. Behind him, Angela was squished from his sight, crushed by the tree. Her severed arm lay against his numb ankle, which was trapped under the dashboard. He pressed up onto his forearms, fighting to breathe. Let this nightmare end now. 
Angela. Dead. The thought had minimal impact on him. Perhaps she would become a vanishing thought. My mind. It was a pathetic, empty crater, devoid of love and hope. His eyes were ready to cry, his heart was ready to sleep, but neither tears nor rest would come. 
Heat flushed at his side. Fire from the burning bus spread. It was the same bus that had crashed into his SUV and killed his girlfriend. Just outside the bus lay the corpse of the bus driver still in uniform. The man had burned alive earlier. Trapped, Scot had been forced to watch his burning death. The sound of the man’s shrieks as his skin melted would never leave his mind. 
A small flame still licked at the driver’s back. 
Scot tugged at his own leg a couple more times, but as with most things in his pitiful life, he gave up quickly. His head dropped to his fists and trembles ran through his entire body. Block this world from my eyes. Despairing, his forehead dropped even further, down to cement. He felt a stabbing pain in his leg, and his shaking finger grazed a glass shard that had impaled him. Great. He needed something better to consume his mind. 
Something lovelier, wetter, softer. 
Scot dreamed of a land full of sunshine, hopping bunnies, hairstylists handing out plenty of haircuts, and of course, lustful ladies. 
How he loved lustful—
A light moan reached his ears. An anguished moan. Not his own. The burnt bus driver slapped one palm down on the street and his crisp torso pushed up. A toasted thigh raised. A dead back cracked to a standing position.
Another moan. 
Scot, hoping this was all in his head, blinked several times. There was no waking from the nightmare. The driver stumbled around before its steps became more confident. The footsteps grew closer to Scot’s ears. He slid his face across the cement to look again, and to make sure he was awake. Fuck balls. He was awake. 
Another moan. 
Scot’s eyes widened but he kept his face pressed down and his body still, hoping the driver couldn’t see him if he didn’t move. Please be like ‘Jurassic Park,’ please be like ‘Jurassic Park.’ This was not fiction. The driver’s dead eyes locked onto him. It moaned with hunger at the sight of the immobile Scot. 
Scot lifted his chin. You. Have. Got. To. Be. Shitting. Me. 
The driver outstretched its arms and its stumble grew into a shambling run. Scot tugged furiously at his leg, biting his lip, fighting to break free from his trap. The steps grew closer. He scrambled around for any kind of weapon. The driver was only two yards from the SUV, two yards away from finishing what the bus had started. Scot’s eyes landed on the glass shard in his thigh. He blocked out the world again—sight, sound, smell, gone—and he pulled, clenching his jaw against the pain. Hot tears shed from his eyes as the glass sliced out of his skin, warm blood soaking his jeans. His eyes locked to the wound, watching a stream of blood squirt out. It made him queasy. Stay strong, stay here. His hand spasmed and he dropped the shard, his body giving out at the sight of his wound. This. Is. Not. Happening. 
The driver lunged for him. The shard! 
The night twisted and turned, stinking of decay. What? What? The glass shard was in his hand, cutting into his palm. The end of it was jammed in the driver’s skull. How the hell? Burnt flesh was pressed against him and he nudged to get the smell away. He left the shard in the driver’s head and rolled the corpse. Get off me, you stinky bitch. Collapsing back down to cement, Scot tugged his leg. He tugged harder the second time. He tugged the hardest the third. He cried for an escape.
None to be had. 
Helpless, he stared at the driver who’d come back to life: a zombie. Homer wasn’t kidding. And Kale must be loving this. Both of them would want to save the world and they would want Scot’s help. I can’t even save myself. So he lay there. Trapped. Alone. Scared. His eyes shut and he figured he should just sleep.
More moans floated out of the darkness. No, please no. Whatever higher power is out there, just, just please, no. He opened his eyes and strained to see; his only source of light was the flaming bus. In the distance he saw silhouettes, stumbling and moaning, searching for food. I will not be your tasty treat!
He tugged. He tugged some more. He kept tugging the same way, meeting the definition of insanity. Silhouettes grew closer. A glass shard would do nothing to protect him. He might get lucky and take out one like he did before. I don’t possess the skills to kill a flock of rotting assholes. He lifted up on his elbows and faced his foes. They shambled straight for him, orange from the fire at their side. 
Go AWAY, he pleaded, knowing his pleas would not be answered. This was his end. 
How he wasted his life. He had abandoned his friends, fled his lover, fucked around, and drank, and fucked around some more. And drank, drank, drank. They always say life is short, but I never thought this short. He craved so many things at this moment: to be successful, to be with Kelsey, to make his parents proud. In seconds, it would all be eaten away, piece by piece, along with his own flesh. Without a plan, he grabbed the shard using his gushing hand and yanked it from the driver’s skull. Blood ejected, just as it had from his leg. He gagged at the grisly sight. I can’t take it! 
He screamed at the silhouettes, “You want me, fuckers? Come fucking get me, you motherfucking fucks!” The swearing and yelling? Pointless. Their minds were void of more feelings than his own. But he had to pump himself up; adrenaline shot through his body. He waved the shard around as the silhouettes maintained their hunt. “Come on! Come on!” He slammed a fist down. Again, and again. He raised his fist for one more triumphant pound but a tree branch fell, smacking him across his head. His chin crashed hard onto cement. The shard slid from his limp grasp. His mouth hung open slack. Silhouettes became blurs. A higher power mocked him. Death by tree branch, he laughed as his eyes sank heavily for sleep. 
Before the dead could recruit him, a sedan sped to his rescue.



SADIE
Demons reveal themselves from the shadows, but the Dark Dragon looks over me.
Back when she was a kid, Sadie had created an entity to keep her safe from the evils of this world: the Dark Dragon. She’d even gotten a few of her friends to believe in It. But never Nicole or Kelsey. Many people — then and now — didn’t understand her beliefs, thought she was just some crazy gothic chick. But black clothes were worn to honor the Dragon. 
And now, more than ever, she had to believe in the protection of Its fire. 
From the backseat of the sedan, Sadie yelled, “Why are you stopping? Run them over again!”
Jeff clenched the steering wheel, looking at the bloodied crowbar on the passenger seat. Bits of flesh clung to the end of it. “Stay here.” He grabbed the crowbar and rushed out the door. With two death walkers crushed by the sedan, his crowbar went to work on the remaining three. One struggled to stand, having been nicked by the car. Not on his watch, Sadie knew. All mighty in his fight, he swung the crowbar like a golf club, ripping through its face with one blow, destroying the life source. 
Jeff clenched the crowbar in both hands and swung back, sweat and blood spraying off him. Carelessly, his arm hit the other death walker in the face, but the crowbar corrected the mistake in seconds, blasting through an undead eye.
Sadie felt her fear vanishing. Darkness surrounds us and devours us. I’ve always worshiped darkness, so kill fear, for the Dark Dragon flies over and protects me.
The last death walker, hit but not killed by the sedan, rose in front of it, moaning and stared at Jeff, who was distracted. Its hands reached out for him. I froze earlier. I cost us the safe haven of the food mart. Never again. Praying for the Dark Dragon to protect Kelsey, Sadie dove to the driver’s seat, slid under the steering wheel, and smashed her foot down on the accelerator. The car jumped forward. The last death walker cracked against the sedan’s hood, sliding down the windshield. She hit the brakes and the body flew from the car. Slamming the accelerator again, she crushed the death walker to the ground. Still not dead. She reversed. The sedan bumped over its writhing body. Still not dead. She floored it again. Another bump as Jeff yelled for her to stop. She loved his commanding, confident voice, but she reversed one last time. No mistakes. Not again. 
When she felt it was completely dead, Sadie opened her door and swung her legs out, staring at the death walker’s pulverized remains. Yep, dead. Still seated, she looked at Jeff, feeling his eyes travel over her boots and stockings up to her bare thighs, her skirt, and her eyes. She smiled. “Sorry for messing up earlier.” 
It seemed as if Jeff wanted to smile but refrained from doing so. “Nice work, Sadie.” 
“Yeah, well, I can be a badass, too.” 
“Wait here for a second, please. Call out if you see anything.” 
She kept watch, thanking her lord, the Dark Dragon. 
Back in middle school, Sadie and her friends would have rituals to pay tribute to the Dragon. She had found it quite fun, although silly at first. Still, the Dragon seemed just as realistic as the god of any other religion. As she grew older, the Dragon became a reminder of a simpler life, of her childhood, of such imagination, such adventure. It even helped her through tough times thrown at her by this cruel world.
That night, with the dead rising around them, with the apocalypse commencing, thinking of the Dark Dragon’s protection helped ease her fear. So real or not, she put her faith in Its fire, wings, and strength.
Jeff jogged to the wreckage of an SUV. The vehicle was overturned, crushed beneath a tree, and next to a flaming bus, halfway out of the front window lay a body. Scot? She felt herself walking, as if having no control, mesmerized by the flames, the bodies, and the blood. So much blood. Jeff was slow in his approach and knelt ever so gently over his friend. Sadie’s heart grew ill. I don’t like him, but if he’s dead...
Too many people she cared about liked him and she didn’t want them to be hurt. Kelsey, Jeff, maybe even Nicole. 
Jerry. She thought of poor Jerry as she continued walking to the body. My dear friend, eaten by death. She clutched her hands together in front of her chest and her eyes grew heavy with unshed tears. The sight of Jerry being ripped apart, and his screams, and his—
Jeff looked back at her, one hand feeling for Scot’s pulse. 
“Is he alive?”
Jeff gave her a quick nod. “Help me get him out?” 
It wasn’t long before they pried him out. Sadie had seen the dead body in the driver’s seat, Scot’s girlfriend. The sight didn’t make her squeamish. So much death tonight, so much pain. She hoped the killing would end soon. 
The night had aged only a little from the time they had fled the gas station to the time they returned to it. Their earlier escape had been successful in luring those starving creatures away, so Jeff pulled the sedan right up to the food mart. Sadie would’ve thought returning was stupid, but they had to ensure Kelsey’s safety. Plus, the old man had a gun. 
“We did good leading them away earlier,” Jeff said with a voice as dead as the walkers. 
Outside, the old man slid from the food mart, rifle in hand. An Arab with grey, curling hair, he had a calming voice, even when full of concern. “You must all get in quickly, quiet now,” he said. “They could be back at any time.” 
Jeff instructed Sadie to go ahead, that he’d bring in Scot. So she did, stepping past the old man. Kelsey was standing with her hands shoved in her jean shorts and her shoulders were hunched under her brown leather jacket. Such hopeful eyes. They rushed to each other, embracing at the entrance of the food mart. Sadie kissed her cheek.
“I’m so happy you’re okay,” Kelsey breathed. 
Sadie fought tears and kissed her head again. “Jeff saved me.” 
“He saved all of us.” 
“Except Jerry,” Sadie started sadly, but stopped when she saw Kelsey’s gaze look behind her. 
Under the flickering lights, walking up the steps, Jeff cradled Scot’s limp body. 
“No,” Kelsey murmured. She grabbed Sadie’s hand and they walked to him together. Scot was so pale, paler than usual. Blood covered his strawberry blond hair, his white shirt, his jeans. 
Jeff‘s face was stone, hovering over all of them. “Can you please find towels, anything to rest his head on?” 
They did. Soon Scot was on the floor, head cushioned on a pile of cloth. They taped some rags to his leg wound and Kelsey sat by his side, holding his hand. Two years seemed like a long time apart for them to have the same feelings for one another. Under the circumstances, perhaps time meant nothing, and the way Kelsey looked at Scot, Sadie knew her friend would always love him. 
The old man remained close to the doors while staying hidden from the glass. He was smart, prepared, and he must’ve been through something like this before. Not something with zombies, but something that required similar survival skills. He had them all hide in the back behind an aisle of chips and dips, next to refrigerators. 
Jeff knelt by Kelsey, touching her shoulder. “Make sure his leg wound doesn’t drain him and he’ll be fine.” 
She gave two quick nods. “Where are you going?” she asked when he stood. 
“Back to the bar. I have to make sure they’re okay.” 
Sadie pushed off the refrigerator, surprised. “You can’t seriously go back out there.”
“I have to find them and once I do, I’ll come back for you guys.” 
“Jeff, it’s not safe. You can’t.”
“Listen.” He raised a hand to cut her off. “I will return. I will protect all of you. First, I have to ensure they’re okay. Alec, Kale, Nicole — they need me. I’ll bring them all here.” 
He wants to save everyone. There was so much courage in his voice, seemingly to mask his own fear. But he would go no matter what, so Sadie grabbed his hand. “At least tell me why they call you Homer first.” 
Jeff stared at her glowing golden eyes and touched her forearm with one finger. That gentle touch sent shivers through her flesh. “I promise you, I’ll tell you when I get back.” He took one last look at the motionless Scot and as he stepped out of the food mart, the lights inside flickered and died. Sadie was left standing in the dark. 
I pray to you, Dark Dragon, give us fire.
Light had vanished from the food mart, and darkness crawled across the rest of her town, transforming Green Hills into a hopeless black pit. With the advancement of the darkness, she believed she would never see Jeff again. 
Sitting next to Kelsey, Sadie rested her head on her friend’s shoulder. Kelsey stroked her black hair, providing some comfort, and said, “I hate tonight.”
“Morning is almost here.” Deep in her gut, Sadie knew the sun would bring no happy ending, but rather, a tragic beginning. 
May the death walkers perish by the Dragon’s breath.



KALE
The moon cast a dim glow on the huddling survivors. They’d been quiet on the roof of The Last Round for most of the night. The zombies were gone, thanks to Brian. He had saved them all, and it was hard to believe he was dead. 
After Alec’s return, Kale had tried to speak with his friend but Alec stayed silent, covered in blood and flesh. His eyes were as dead as the corpses that killed his brother. Nicole held him tightly. Kale just hoped Alec broke away from his sorrow soon enough, for there was work to be done. Everything that happened in high school was never pointless. That, well, that beast, it all makes sense now. 
Howard was next to Kale, cuff-less. Miller had set him free but refused to do the same for Kale. The zombie apocalypse is upon us, and I’m wearing these stupid handcuffs.
Damn you, Jimmy Miller, you have no heart. Or brain. The deputy paced back and forth in front of Kale, looking at Tommy standing watch at the edge of the roof. 
“Do you see anything?” Miller asked Tommy. 
“Nothing,” Tommy said, standing with one foot raised, posing like Captain Morgan. 
“All right then, we wait here until sunrise.” Miller stopped pacing. “We keep quiet, we keep calm. Help will come.” 
Kale ignored him and examined Howard’s free hands. “You lucky bastard.” 
Howard dozed, his head nodding, and Kale nudged him resentfully. He jolted awake. “Bananas in pajamas!” 
Everyone, except Alec, hushed him.
“Be more excited, man. This is your zombie apocalypse you always wanted,” Kale said to his roommate. 
“I am. I am. But we’ve been sitting here and doing nothing. Let’s grab a car outside and get the hell somewhere.” 
“Like where?” 
“I don’t know. The CDC, or a military base, or a grocery store, or hell, even a prison!” 
“Shut up,” Miller’s whisper whipped harshly at Howard. 
“Why don’t you un-cuff me?” Kale implored. 
“Like I said before, you’re my prisoner.” 
“But you took Howard’s off.” 
“Yeah, well, Howard ain’t an asshole like you, Kale.” 
“When have I ever been an asshole to you, Jimmy?” 
“Oh, don’t play innocent. You and your little foursome always tricked me in to doing shitty things back in high school.” 
Kale couldn’t help himself from snarking. “Oh, I see. You’re upset because we never let you hang out with us. That’s what it is. I get it, Jimmy.” 
“No. Simply put, you’re an ass.” Miller sulked and made his way to the edge of the roof to join Tommy again. 
Erica was sitting by her boyfriend’s feet and asked him to sit with her. 
“Why?” came Tommy’s response. 
“I’m cold and scared. Is that enough of a reason?” 
Miller paused, rethought his decision to join Tommy, and Kale chuckled to himself as the deputy went to the corner to sit alone. Miller clearly wanted to avoid a couple about to fight, a couple in mourning, and the two dimwits he called prisoners. He’s left alone. But I would be a friend if he took these cuffs off. 
“I’m looking out for us,” Tommy whispered, whipping his hair back and cracking his neck. 
“You can’t even see anything,” said Erica. “It’s too dark.” 
“Maybe if you weren’t screwing your boss behind my back I would sit with you.” 
Oh, great, relationship drama. Erica stood furiously. “You said we had an open relationship. I take ‘open’ to mean we can screw whoever.” 
“It’s whomever.” 
“No, it’s whoever,” she snapped.
“I’m telling you now, it’s whomever.” 
Kale lowered his head and sighed in despair. I hope they’re eaten next. 
“This is pointless. I’m not fighting with you,” Erica said. Tommy gave no response. “Well, say something!”
Their argument escalated and within moments, they were screaming at each other. The silence that had graced the refugees vanished. 
Miller tried desperately to quiet them. 
Too late. 
They came, searching for food, attracted by the noise. Their feet stumbled around the parking lot. 
“Great, now look what you did!” Tommy pointed a finger in her face. 
“It’s your fault!” She slapped him. 
Something
devour them. 
Miller unholstered his Glock and rushed to Tommy. “How many?” 
“Can’t tell.” 
More footsteps. More moans. One sprinted through the parking lot to the front of the bar, arriving at the hole the patrol car had created. The zombie clawed questioningly at the walls. 
“Christ, they know we’re up here. How can they possibly know that?” Miller rubbed his sweaty palms. 
“Maybe if the two lovebirds kept their mouths shut!” Howard yelled and lowered his head, realizing it didn’t help the situation. He looked back at Kale. “What? I have an excuse.” 
“What’s that?” 
“Still drunk.” He burped. 
Me too, kind of. It’s hard to feel drunk at a time like this. 
The Last Round wasn’t a tall building by any means and the zombies soon figured this out. Unintentionally, Kale thought. Their numbers kept growing and they piled on one another in their rabid search for food. He wondered if any of them were his neighbors, friends, or even his family members. Green Hills wasn’t that big of a town, after all. But then again, all those in the cemetery would’ve likely crawled from their graves. So...Kale didn’t really know what he was thinking about. 
Tommy grabbed Erica’s arm, pulling her away from the ledge. Miller backed away, holding his gun at the ready. Howard stood behind them and helped Kale to his feet. Alec and Nicole stood on the other side. She looked up at him with her big brown eyes. “What do we do?”
He pulled her close, kissing her hair, remaining silent. 
Back at the ledge, a dead hand clambered for the top. Zombie! Tommy swiftly kicked it back to the ground. At least he’s good for something. Miller helped fend the other zombies off. 
Kale would’ve assisted if not for the damn cuffs around his wrists. Although, he guessed he could still kick. Instead, he fled to the back of the roof, past the air duct. He stared down at where he and his other friends had held their brief meeting during the reunion. A meeting that went nowhere. He saw a line of trees past the bar. The area was clear. 
Howard bumped into him. “What are you thinking?” he asked. Huffs and groans came from behind him as Miller and Tommy continued to kick the moaning zombies off the wall. 
“They can’t kick forever and their numbers will only grow. We hop off and run while they’re still on that side.” 
“I’m in.” 
Kale looked back. An arm reached up and grabbed Tommy’s ankle. It tugged him forward. His feet slipped off the roof and he screamed. Miller grabbed his arm and pulled him to safety. He stomped on the rotten face with his boot. “There’s too many,” he observed. The deputy backed away. 
Tommy marched to Erica, wrapped his arms tight around her waist, and kissed her forcefully. She returned the kiss. He pulled away, staring at her with a smile twitching his lips. “If we make it through this, forget this open shit we have. I want to be closed with you.” 
Erica’s face broke into a wide smile and she wrapped her arms around him tighter. They held each other for a few long seconds, surrounded by rotting moans. 
Typical couple. 
Alec, Nicole, Tommy, Erica, Kale, Howard, and Deputy Miller gathered at the roof’s back. They watched as the first few undead climbed successfully onto the roof.
And as Kale yelled for them to jump, and as the undead charged across the roof, a shower of bullets blasted through the night, ripping bodies open. The survivors rushed forward, looking for their saviors. Muzzle flashes burst from a truck that had pulled up. Soldiers dressed in all black, much like Jeffery “Homer” Brennan, were firing at the zombies.
The Vault Tactical Force had arrived. 
With the zombies either distracted or dead, an opening for their escape came. “Hop off the back!” Miller commanded, stealing Kale’s idea. The deputy was the first one off, followed by Tommy and Erica. Kale jumped next. He did not fall gracefully, face-planting after losing his balance on the landing. Curse these cuffs! 
Squirming his way to a stance, dirt sticking to his chin, Kale spat at the deputy and jiggled the handcuffs on his wrist. “Free me.” 
“Let’s go.” Miller grabbed Kale’s arm, tugging him to the establishment’s corner. The gunfire crackled on the other side. “Where the hell are the two lovebirds?” 
Kale shrugged. Miller peered around the building, searching for Tommy and Erica. The couple had already turned the corner, running for the truck, running straight toward a pack of sprinters. 
“Tommy!” Erica trailed her boyfriend and jumped as a rotten arm swiped at her. She fell, barely evading the attack. Tommy slid in the dirt, spun, and sprinted back to save her, his hands chopping the air at his sides. He grabbed the zombie’s shoulders and threw it to the ground. A quick stomp to its face. Another. A third stomp broke through rotten skull and finished it. Okay, I guess he’s kind of a badass. But Tommy’s ankle was stuck in the skull. He struggled, lowering his guard, and finally freed his foot from the moldy trap, just as Erica screamed. 
Teeth broke through his flesh. 
“No!” Erica ran for her boyfriend as skin and leather pulled off his body. “Tom—”
The zombie’s head blew open. 
Tommy swung to the ground, dodging bullets, and rolling to his knees. He grabbed the back of his neck; his fingers were red. Light shone on him, illuminating his body for all to see. 
Tommy raised his shaking hands above his head. “I’m okay!” 
Erica stared at him. Tears poured down her face. “Tommy?” her voiced cracked. 
“Close your eyes, my love.” 
One scream. One bullet. Like the sun shining in a dusty room, blood showered and sprinkled through the light beam attached to the shooter’s rifle. Tommy dropped to grass, and his brain was visible beneath loose flaps of his skin. Erica fell beside him as more zombies charged for her, only to be cut down by a spray of light machine gun fire from the bed of the truck. 
Behind Kale, Howard gasped, “Awesome.”
Kale wished he could say the same. 
There was nothing awesome about Erica’s heart-wrenching cry.



EVANS
I crashed our transport back at the Vault. I won’t crash again. 
Ordered to drive the four-door pickup truck after rescuing the civilians from the bar, Evans had not taken the task lightly. The roads were usually empty, a straight shot to the coast. He’d always pride himself on remembering directions, and had visited his uncle’s yacht before. Just be there. 
To his side, Lt. Sampson gripped his Desert Eagle pistol, its silver shimmering under the moon. He had always liked Sampson. Intelligent, collected, and calm. And although Sampson had dark eyes that seemed to hate the world, he was a very caring man, and his squad meant everything to him. 
He is unlike my commanding officer in the Marines. Ashamed after his transfer from his unit, Evans hadn’t told anyone the reason why. He did, however, find the VTF somewhat rewarding, and felt more competent than almost all the other members. Not saying much, I guess. 
Behind Evans and Sampson was Pvt. Jennings and two of the survivors, both very attractive girls. Hell, most of the civilians they’d picked up were attractive, and Evans initially thought they’d rescued a modeling convention. One of the girls in the back, Erica, was still crying from losing her boyfriend. 
Kill your tears. He never saw the point in crying, unless to help dry eyes. 
“How much farther, Specialist?” Sampson asked him. 
Evans gave an educated guess of 15 minutes. 
“How do you know your uncle will even be there?” Jennings had to open his snarky mouth. Sampson silenced him. 
Uncle Dylan lived on the yacht, and had also been expecting Evans over for dinner tonight, so Evans figured his uncle had no reason to leave. Unless raided by the undead and sailed for safety. But Evans was ready to take the chance. Either way, they had to get back to their base, Camp Numark, and traveling by sea made the most sense since Numark was north up the California coast. 
Evans tightened his grip around the steering wheel of the truck. No fear now. Sampson will guide us home. All he had to do was not crash. 
The roads were wet and quiet, and no one spoke in the truck, and Evans had to think about something in order to block out Erica’s crying. So he focused on what had happened hours earlier. 
The attack at the Vault should bother him more than it had so far, he knew. The inhabitants had been trapped in there for almost half a year...and they came out as zombies? Did this happen at every Vault? Evans didn’t know the total number of Vaults off the top of his head, even though he should have, but it was a procedure initiated across the world. Someone knew something would happen, and they were right. 
Keep driving. Stay focused. 
The higher-ups in the VTF had wanted to keep their operation a secret, shrouding it from the media. But even the grunts in the VTF had been told how the Vaults would open. One of the Vault creators, Addison Layton, came forward with a code that opened all the doors. A code for all those underground caskets? Laughable. 
He was done thinking about this. Survival was all that matters. 
Erica’s quiet sobbing bothered him more than he wished. Guilt, he told himself. But her boyfriend had to go. He was bitten. No time for anything else. 
All the bullets, screams, and cries back at the bar had made enough noise to attract another invasion, and escape had become the critical priority. 
Evans tried to clear his fuzzy memory on the path to the yacht club. They would pass a high school soon, then take one road to a fork at the coast. He forgot how exactly to get down to the yacht club. 
Not the best plan, but without communications, without power, they weren’t left with much else. Stick to this and it will work. Ignore other possibilities.
In the bed of the truck were the other survivors, guarded by Pvt. Cruz. Wonder if he’s getting sleepy? 
Miller, the seemingly incompetent deputy, had exchanged words with Evans before they entered the truck. He’d wanted answers. The specialist was quick to ignore him, for he had his job to do. Drive. Don’t crash. He planned on doing just that. 
The road became scattered with parked cars, some wrecked, some on fire, a few dead bodies; luckily, none of them were moving. Of course, all relief ends. A crashed sedan was surrounded by almost a dozen undead. Fast hands clawed at the vehicle. Evans felt himself slowing down. 
“Don’t stop, Specialist. We’re full and can’t save everyone,” said Sampson.
Evans knew this true, but the sandy blond head of his friend spinning around in the sedan forced him to hit the brakes. 
Sampson cursed. “I said drive!” 
“Jeff is in there, sir,” Evans said and swung his door open. 
Sampson growled again and turned to Jennings. “Well, get out there and help him.” He did the same, and together the three VTF members unleashed a spray of bullets around the sedan. Evans remained kneeling, taking careful shots at the heads. Sampson blasted a couple standing next to him. Jennings fired with no responsibility whatsoever. Just don’t hit Jeff. They were quick to clear the sedan. Sampson took lead, running with his massive pistol at his thigh. 
Jeff, inside the car, was sliced from broken glass—but, for being blown off a cliff, he still looked pretty damn good. I love the lucky bastard. Together with Sampson, they pulled Jeff from the front of the car. His eyes were open but struggling to stay that way. Words slurred off his lips. No time to interpret them. He hung limp between Evans and Sampson as they carried him, passed out by the time they reached the bed of the truck. 
Two of the survivors, a Korean and one of the girl’s boyfriends, stood upon seeing Jeff. They recognize him...
“Homer,” the Korean said. 
“You know Jeff?” asked Evans. 
“We went to high school together.” 
I suppose we joined the reunion. Jeff had mentioned the pending party to Evans on several occasions. “Good,” he said, “then you’ll keep him safe for us.” 
They heard moans in the distance. Growing louder. Evans left Jeff with his friends in the bed of the truck and hopped behind the steering wheel. As he accelerated, drops splashed across the windshield. 
Wet roads or dry, I won’t crash again. 
They sped past blacked-out homes, a deserted shopping center, stumbling corpses, crashed cars, wrecked trees, but nothing slowed them down until they reached a fork at the coast. He had to make a decision quick, for the undead were trailing them. North or south, North or south? Where is the fucking entrance to the yacht club? Either way, they had to head north in order to reach Camp Numark, so Evans made a right turn. 
Rain pounded against glass. The truck swerved a couple of times from strong winds. Screw you, Mother Nature! He drove north a few minutes and there was still no opening for the yacht club. His heart sped a little, sweat dripped from under his short mohawk and down the shaved sides of his head. He buckled his seatbelt to ease his mind and he laughed at himself for ever thinking it would help him relax. 
“Where are we going, Specialist?” Sampson questioned him. 
“Almost there, sir.” 
Green Hills Yacht Club! He spotted the entrance sign, cut for an opening. They had to drive down cliffs to the beach, and the road was steep and swerving. Just my luck. He had taken the initial turn too hard. Yanking the steering wheel, he kept the truck on the road. It tipped slightly to the side and someone in the back bashed against the sliding window. It sounded like a fuck-you-bash to the driver. 
“No crashing again...right, Evans?” Jennings’ voice shook. 
Vision was killed by night and rain, one of their headlights was busted and swerves seemed endless. But Evans couldn’t go too slowly; those creatures were everywhere, and after them. Not like he could go any faster either, unless they wanted to be off the road. 
“I can’t see anything!” Evans finally caved, losing his cool. How the hell do all these rich people get down here? Oh yeah, they aren’t usually chased by fucking zombies! 
“Just keep it steady,” Sampson attempted a reassuring voice. 
Evans wished there was time for reassurance. No time for anything. 
A tire slipped off the road on one of the swerves. The truck tumbled, flipping over and over. Evans shut his eyes, couldn’t believe it. I crashed us again. The smash came quick. A short fall luckily.
They rolled over twice more, landed on the passenger’s side. The truck tipped slightly before falling to a still. Rain splashed against Evans’ window as he hung in his seat. He stared down at Sampson, who growled and bashed against his own window. 
Evans strained to search the backseats of the truck. Both girls lay on top of Jennings, muffling his voice as he said, “How did you crash again?”
Ignoring him, Evans forced his door open. Rain attacked his face as he used the steering wheel to help him unbuckle and climb out. He heaved himself on the back passenger door and scampered around to look back in the driver’s side. “I’ll get you out in a second, sir,” he told Sampson, and received a growl of acknowledgment. 
Squinting through the rain and dark, Evans realized they were on the beach. A group of silhouettes were headed for the truck. Quickly, Evans detached a flashlight hanging from his belt, and was relieved to see Pvt. Cruz leading the other survivors. Must’ve fallen out of the bed. 
“Nice driving, man!” one of them yelled.
Evans said, “We made it to the beach. Everyone okay?”
“I would be if my cuffs were off, Jimmy!” 
The deputy stared up at Evans. “You okay in there?”
“Get all these people to my uncle’s yacht at the end of the dock. His name is Dylan. Tell him Jon sent you.”
The deputy nodded. The others followed. Two of them were carrying Jeff. 
One said, “I’m not going till Nicole is out.” 
Evans turned to Cruz. “You good on ammo?” 
“Good enough for now.” 
Before Evans replied, he heard them through the rain and the wind. Moans. He wanted to believe his mind was playing tricks, or the storm was creating false sounds, but fighting reality helped no one. 
Here come the zombies. 
The survivors had reached the beach and soon they’d reach the yacht. But no matter how close they were, Evans’ gut turned with the rotten truth: they were far from safe.



JENNINGS
I watched way too many action movies. I smoked way too much ganja. Where did it get me? Pinned below two steaming gorgeous honey bunnies. Okay, that’s not too bad. But I’m stuck and they’re coming. Also, who am I kidding? I haven’t had enough cannabis in a while. I don’t care what anyone says, it keeps my mind clear. Speaking of mind, what the hell am I saying right now? Man, she’s hot. I could lie here and appreciate the beauty that is her butt. I could do that forever. My God, is that a butt! 
Jennings fought futilely to keep his eyes from staring at Nicole’s ass as Evans lifted her from the truck. Her dress was rolled up her legs. The butt is glowing at me. 
As for himself, Jennings was pinned against glass. His arm was crushed by Lt. Sampson’s chair. 
Sampson was no longer in the truck. He’d climbed out himself, growling the entire time, said he’d come around the back for Jennings. 
So, the private remained pinned, helpless, smelling Erica’s hair as she lay on him. Quit being a creeper, Gregory! He could hear his mother’s voice yelling at him. He missed her so. He never wanted to join the military. But he wasn’t smart, he wasn’t talented, and he needed some sort of purpose. Gah, her hair smells delicious — no creeping, Gregory! He turned his face from her as she continued trembling on him. 
Shouts outside from Evans then Cruz then Evans then Sampson. 
Jennings couldn’t see much. The night was dark and filled with fear, and while he wasn’t scared, he felt like he should be. After all, he knew everyone expected him to be dead already. Defy the odds! 
The back window slid open. Evans crouched, poking his square face in. “I’m getting you two out soon, don’t worry.” 
Erica grabbed for him but he made her wait. Cruz yelled something outside but Jennings couldn’t translate over the pouring rain. What he did hear were the gunshots. Short spurts at first then a flowing blast. They’re here. Calamity, they’re here! 
Erica squirmed on him. “Get me out! Get me out!” 
Jennings wrapped his non-trapped arm around her. “Hang on, hang—” Her elbow struck him in the face. Intentional or not, it hurt like a fissuring asshole and he let her go. She kicked and wiggled and forced her head through the bed’s window. She nailed him in the stomach and he gagged. It didn’t feel as bad as the next kick to his groin. His shriek was poisoned by a choking throat.
The Jennings family had named their son after a pro-football star, and were surely disappointed with the result. Terrible at being a member of the VTF, he still lacked a purpose.
The guns kept firing. The rain kept pouring. 
“We’re outnumbered!” Sampson yelled outside. “Get back to the truck!” 
Jennings coughed several times as Erica climbed out, putting all her pressure on him. He didn’t blame her. When you gotta survive, you gotta survive. He would’ve been scrambling for that window too if he weren’t trapped. I’ll do anything to be free, to have a fighting chance, to prove to the others I will not die. Not now, not here, not for a long time. 
His arm was pinned for so long it’d gone numb. 
The others regrouped by the truck for cover, standing outside the bed’s window. 
“Evans, get her to the boat,” Sampson ordered. 
“I stay here with you,” he said back. Of course he did. Golden boy. 
“We have to get Jennings out. You have to keep the civilian safe. Get her to the yacht. That’s an order!” 
Not another word from Evans, and Jennings figured he left with Erica. Sampson poked his head in the truck. “How you doing, Private?” 
“Oh, hanging tight.” He was surprised to hear his LT chuckle. 
“I’ll get you out soon.” 
Cruz opened fire again, starting with short spurts. 
“How many are out there?” Jennings’ voice shook. 
“Cruz has it under control.” Sampson heaved in, shining his flashlight at the private’s crushed arm. All he could see was blood pouring out his wrist. Beyond that, a mix of metal and flesh. Reality set in: he would not be leaving this truck. No surviving tonight. 
Sampson’s eyes spoke the same truth. “I’m getting you out,” he repeated, and this time his voice was overly confident. 
Jennings wanted to believe. His stomach filled with so much fear, he released it all over his lap. Sampson quickly dodged. “Sorr-sorry, sir.” It was the first time he took the rankings seriously. The first time he felt danger in the world. The first time he ever thought he could be killed. No wonder the Guard ditched me. No wonder the VTF took me in. We were all doomed to die from the start.
The firing outside slowed and Cruz yelled for Sampson. The LT, who was leaning over Jennings while fighting with the crushed chair, pulled out of the truck.
Jennings quaked in his prison, alone, listening to the drops, listening to several gun shots from Sampson’s Desert Eagle, listening to his pounding heart. “I miss you, Mom,” he whispered. I love you. He cursed the tears forming in his eyes.
Light shone through the window again, and Sampson shoved his head inside the truck. Looking down at Jennings, he said, “We are...” his voice drifted. “We are going to—”	
Jennings knew there was nothing to say but defeat. “Leave me,” his soft voice spoke, unassured. 
“No. We might not be much, Greg,” he said, the shimmering Desert Eagle by his forehead, “but we will not leave you.” He grabbed Jennings’ thigh, yanked his pistol from his holster, and shoved it in the private’s free hand. “Don’t miss and I’ll see you past the end.” He slammed a gloved fist against Jennings’ chest. “That’s an order.” And he vanished, growling, roaring and firing. 
Jennings fought to look out the window. His arm held him back. He tugged harder and the pain was masked by numbness until he stretched farther. A shredding agony ripped through his body and he knew his flesh was being ripped off as he stretched. He kept going and finally, he could see outside. 
Muzzle flashes, rain, the undead. 
Even if Sampson and Cruz had run a minute earlier, they would’ve suffered the same fate as Jennings. 
Cruz ran out of ammo and dropped his light machine gun. He whipped out two pistols at the same time and opened fire. He was farthest from the truck and closest to the zombies. He looks like he’s in an action movie. Jennings smiled. But it didn’t end like an action movie. Cruz emptied one pistol and threw it at the closest zombie, knocking it over. Two sideswiped him, knocking him down. Covered by a half-dozen in seconds, Cruz screamed once before being silenced. 
Lt. Sampson rushed back to the window. He knelt by it and fired; Jennings finally did the same. He swore he nailed two in their heads. Sampson, who had his flashlight under his Desert Eagle, dropped it and yanked something off his vest. 
With the light in the sand, the stampeding feet revealed themselves to Jennings’ eyes. Hundreds! His eyes were growing dizzy from loss of blood; his massacred arm was draining. He fired again as the zombies grabbed his lieutenant. 
Sampson snagged one of their faces, shoved his pistol in its mouth, and blew its head open. Three more latched to him. He fell to his knees, in front of the light by the truck’s bed, in front of Jennings. Arms clawed at his chest, ripping his black vest open, shredding the flesh off his bones, and prying his ribcage apart.	
Jennings swore Sampson winked at him as they chewed him to death. The last thing the lieutenant did was toss his grenade through the window of the truck. 
Frantically twisting, Jennings searched for the explosive. I can’t die like him, like this. I can’t be chewed to death. I can’t! His finger grazed the grenade and he held it dear to his chest. He peeked outside again. Sampson? Gone. Buried beneath them all. 
After staring for longer than it should have, a zombie finally noticed Jennings. It had no ears but its eyes were direct. “You can’t chew on me!” the private screamed as he popped a bullet in its head. “You can’t have me!” He drew their attention and they stormed for him faster than the rain. Hands shoved through the window. Nails sliced open his flesh. As he thought about his mom, as he popped the pin off the grenade, as he realized this was the end of his action movie, he had to give his famous final line. And so Pvt. Greg Jennings shoved the grenade deep in the horde yelling, “Chew on—” 
His last words went unheard.



EVANS
Their feet flew off sand landing on wet wood.
Waves crashed, water splashing everywhere. They traveled only a few yards on the rocking dock before the truck ignited in flames behind them. Evans slid to a stop, grabbing Erica’s wrist. 
No. Deserting his fellow VTF brought back terrors from his final mission with the Marines. But this time I had to leave them. It was an order.
Erica tugged at him a couple times. “We have to keep moving!” 
Evans looked at her. Her beauty was still alive. 
“They’re dead! Let’s go.”
A sacrifice must mean something. Orders must be carried out. Sampson ordered me to save her. I will not fail him. She must survive. So they ran, slipping across the dock, dodging waves and sprinting past rocking boats. He was surprised most of the yachts were still here. No warning, no escaping? 
As if the dock weren’t hard enough to navigate already, a group of stumbling undead blocked their path. Evans slid to another stop, equipping his pistol at the same time. He took out the first two crew members with clean head shots. A wave smashed against the dock, stealing his aim. When he regained a firing position, he realized the other zombies weren’t stumblers, and they sprinted right for him and Erica. 
“Shoot them!” she cried. 
He ignored her, lined his sights. Two quick pulls. The brains of both the crew members ejected from the back of their heads. He turned, grabbed Erica and only paused for a brief second as he saw the remaining horde rush on the docks from the beach. The remaining horde that killed his team. The remaining horde that would do the same to him. 
Get at me, I’ll eat you first. 
Thirty feet away from death, Erica and Evans ran. The storm strengthened. Larger waves struck the rocking dock while cold rain shot at their faces by striking wind. But they ran. 
Until she lost her balance. 
Erica slipped right from his grip and somehow he tripped over her, flying forward, face smashing on the dock. He slid and clawed, and his fingers bled to slow his body. The edge! Just as he flew off the dock to be engulfed by the sea, something, someone, grabbed his boot. He had enough strength to shove himself back on the dock and he flipped over to see Erica heaving above him. His savior. H-how? 
A wave crashed. 
He crawled back to the middle of the dock and stood over her. Using one finger, he wiped drenched hair covering her face, touched her cheek. 
A wave crashed. 
They locked eyes for a moment that couldn’t last. The sprinters from the beach? Twenty feet away. This time, Erica grabbed Evans and they rushed away as he fired three shots back. 
A wave crashed. 
Erica was struck from the side, slammed Evans’ jaw, forced them both to the floor. Erica slid on her back toward the edge, reaching out for him, screaming for him, just as she went crashing into the sea. 
“No!” Evans dove head first, his fingertips grazed her ankle, but he grabbed only air. Hanging over the edge, frozen, Evans stared at the dark sea. 
Moans and footsteps closed in on him but he couldn’t leave her. My last order, I will not fail at this. 
Roaring, Evans rolled on his side and unloaded most of his clip as the zombies neared. A few rotting corpses teetered off the dock, while too many others kept their pursuit. 
Rolling back to the ocean, Evans reached in. Waves slapped his face. A hand broke the surface, snagging Evans’ wrist. He heaved to his feet and yanked Erica back on the dock with one tug. Thank you for being so light. Her body shivered against his and her lips shook the words, “We have to keep moving.” 
Evans glanced at the sprinters closing in on them. A wave dragged a few more into the sea. 
Erica’s body went weak and limp against him. He said, “We have to go!” But she seemed ready to pass out. He needed her alert, so he grabbed her head, wrapped his fingers through her drenched hair, and with his other arm outstretched, he aimed his pistol steadily, firing at the incoming sprinters. 
Blocking out the storm, the bullets, and the onrushing undead, Evans pressed his lips to Erica, and the world stilled as they stood in the eye of the storm. If only forever. The kiss seemingly helped Erica focus. 
Feet slipped, moans swarmed, waves crashed, and then he finally saw it: the yacht at the end of the dock. Erica’s hand tightened around his, taut with hope. They glanced at one another and her wet lips parted into a beaming smile. 
A strong urge gave him the desire to kiss—
The largest wave of them all rose high above the dock, then washed the yacht from their eyes.



SCOT
Scot’s body was made of light, hovering in a blinding room, floating over a plain of white. With a hand out, he hoped to grab something, anything. Nothing, until his pale hand vanished, seeping in a white wall not much whiter than his own skin. Warmth drenched his flesh. He cocked his head back. “What the hell?” 
Below him was only light, and he wondered if he was dead. Heaven? Scot yanked his hand out of the wall and instead of being drenched in white, black ooze stained his flesh. It dropped to the ground, forming a dark puddle beneath his feet. The ooze crawled around his hand, tightening, sliding its way down his wrist. He flung his fingers around, shaking, fighting, screaming, “Get off me!” 
The black below him expanded, big enough to suck him through if it so pleased. And it did. Scot hovered no more, sank like a rock in the puddle. He pushed to stand but sank more. Oozing tentacles crawled up his body, stuck to his face, and yanked him down. He kicked and screamed and flailed...
Everything paused, and there was silence so a whisper could be heard. It crawled into his ear, “You’re mine now.” 
The black ooze released Scot and slithered its way across the white plain. It latched on another wall and formed a black door. 
“Is that you, Satan?” Scot called out, flipping around to stare at the newly created portal. 
“Come closer.” 
“Hell no!” Scot scrambled away, panicking.
“But I need you, Scotty. And you want me.” The voice went from a menacing whisper to a sensual female voice. How he loved sensual female voices. 
“Who the hell are you?” Scot’s back pressed against a white wall and a deafening thud bounced across the room. He grabbed his ears and fell to his knees. The ground trembled, sending vibrations through his body. He squinted at the door. 
A voice blasted from within, “Come to me!” 
Scot gulped, and for some reason, his feet moved toward the door. He had no control. Run, idiot, run! But he couldn’t. He was soon floating, moving, touching the portal’s edge. He resisted the compulsion to enter, fighting the whispers, recognizing the voice. “It’s you, isn’t it?” 
Only silence from the black door. 
He took another step forward. “It was you that day in the well, I know. I will always know because you screwed my life. You did all this to me!” 
Silence returned. 
“You know what you did to me? Show yourself, damn it!” 
“With pleasure.” A massive oozing tentacle shot out the door and wrapped itself around Scot’s waist, and before he could move, it constricted so tightly his bones snapped. As he was yanked to the dark, the whisper from his past flushed through his body. 
“Welcome back, Scotty.” 
 
Scot woke again, this time drowning in black. Whispers surrounded him, bombarding him from every direction. He grabbed his ears and twisted his body but was restrained, pressured down by the dark. “Where are you?” 
The whispers grew louder. Untranslatable, they burrowed into his skull and lodged into his brain. 
“Get out of my head!” 
The whispers shouted, “Scot! Scot! Scot!” 
He was falling, smashed from the sides. 
“Scot! Scot! Scot!”
His arms and legs outstretched as he tried to swim, swim for the light above, but the darkness wanted him more, pulling him in every direction. His limbs were ripped away and his heart sank. He knew he was being dragged to hell and the whispers cheered, “Scot!” 
“We leave as four, we leave as four,” his trembling lips spilled into the darkness. “We leave as four, we leave as four.”
“Scot! Scot! Sco—” 
“Scot!” 
He jolted awake. Sweat was pouring down his face. He scrambled on the tile floor, kicking a shelf, knocking over a display of potato chips. She grabbed him, and her voice sent a calming wave through his bones. Her green eyes shone, and to him the sight was heaven. Kelsey, my love. The trembles in his body slowed and his heart went to rest. His arms struck around her, pressing against her back, and he embraced her. They were on the floor, legs intertwined. He hugged her tightly. “I’m alive.” 
Kelsey pulled away slightly, only giving him a few pats on the back, withholding a full embrace. But she did give him a quick kiss on the top of his head before pulling away. “You’re finally awake.” 
“Doesn’t feel like it.” Scot still trembled. Her green gaze eyed him closely. “What happened? Where am I?” 
She leaned against a fridge. Packs of beer were stacked right behind her. I’d be crazy to drink now. “Homer found you. He brought you to us. I thought you were dead.”
“You should see the other guy,” Scot quipped and he broke eye contact with her green sparkle. “Where’s Jeff now?” 
The food mart was quiet, even though Sadie spoke with some teenager near the bathroom. An old man stood guard at the glass doors. The morning had arrived, and an orange glare grew across white tiles. 
“I don’t know. I wish I did. He left last night to help Alec and the others. He hasn’t come back. I’m sorry.” 
“You have nothing to be sorry for.” He tried to comfort her.
She shrugged away his words. “I could’ve stopped him.”
Scot grabbed Kelsey’s elbow and forced her to look at him. “I don’t remember anything after leaving the bar, but I know this: Jeff can handle himself.” 
“You don’t remember anything?” 
“I remember getting the crap beaten out of me by Kale and then Angela drove me...wait, where’s Angie?” 
Kelsey turned to the side, lips pressed tight. “She—” 
Then he remembered. He remembered her plaintive screams, her efforts to reach him, and her dead mangled flesh below the tree. “It’s okay, I know.” 
“How can you be so reserved? Your girlfriend died yesterday.” 
“Only yesterday?” He cast a smile her way. 
“That’s what you say? At a time like this? Angela is dead. You can feel sad about it, Scot.” 
His response was quick. “What good would that do?” 
“It’s not about doing something.” 
“So then what’s it about?” 
Kelsey stood, her legs breaking contact with his. “You weren’t always like this. You weren’t always so cold, so dead inside.” 
Ouch. “You don’t understand. I wish I could—” 
She interrupted him. “I’ll tell you what I understand, Scot,” she said, her back straight. “You can feel sorry for yourself. You can understand what you want to understand. But, the fact is, —the fact is what you want to feel or understand, does not mean you can shut everyone else out. That’s not fair. That’s being a selfish prick.” 
Some welcome back this is. He tried to be patient but patience was for assholes. “What do you want me to say, Kelsey? What do you want me to do? I leave a reunion with my friends. My supposed friends. I don’t remember anything. I’m told my girlfriend is dead. I wake to the love of my life. A love I lost and never thought I’d get back. Tell me what to say. Tell me what to believe, because honestly, I’m lost.” 
Her green eyes were as hard as stone. “So am I.” 
Infinite space flooded between them, separating blue eyes from green, touch from touch, warmth from warmth. 
Scot stood, hobbling on his injured leg, and Kelsey grabbed him. “Look, I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m thankful you’re okay. Who’s left? Who else is here?” 
It was not long before the others came over to join them; after all, their voices had been raised, verging on the edge of a fight. Sadie walked with a teenager they had found hours earlier. He’d come alone, unscathed, wielding a bloodied baseball bat.
C.J. was his name. 
Sadie said few words of greeting to Scot. She hates me. Though, it might’ve been his imagination, but her golden eyes did glow with some relief after seeing him. She reminded him of Katy Perry, only more goth. He would never tell her that though, for fear of her hexing him. I’m already cursed. 
The old man — the hero — was an Arab named Nasir. He too said few words, instead concentrating his attention on guarding the door. But he asked Scot to come to the roof and he obliged. I want to give Kelsey space to breathe. So much tension already. Perhaps I should stay quiet for a while. They went out the back door after Nasir checked the area was clear. Scot wasn’t sure of the man’s age, but he had graying curly hair and a wrinkled face. Despite these indicators of age, he was in great shape, and had no problem clambering up a ladder to the roof of the food mart. 
The sun burned Scot’s blue eyes, and they were already extremely dry from his contact lenses. Please let there be solution downstairs. 
“How is your leg?” Nasir asked him, indicating the bandages. 
Scot hadn’t even noticed the towels taped around his thigh. They were soaked with blood. “I’m fine, thanks.” 
“It seems so. You had no problem climbing up here.” Nasir placed his sniper rifle on the floor and bent to yank Scot’s poorly constructed bandage off. There was a large tear in his jeans and some blood stains but all that was left of the deep wound? A slight scar. 
“How?” Nasir looked up at him, his eyebrow raised. 
“I have no idea.” Yes, you do.
“You’re very lucky,” he remarked and rose. “Come.” 
They stood at the edge of the roof. Below them, by the pumps, lay dead bodies. A blood trail wound around a Jeep. The old man said nothing, so Scot, tired of waiting, broke the silence. “Why did you bring me up here?” 
“I brought you up here for one reason and one reason only.” 
Silence. 
“And?” Scot prompted. 
“Do you think people have predetermined courses?” 
“What? Like destiny?” 
“Yes, like destiny.” 
“Well,” he said, mulling this over. “No. I think we make our own choices and luck determines our lives.” 
“Yes, I thought the same.” 
“But not anymore?”
“Do you want to know what I did, before last night?” 
“You ran a food mart.” 
Nasir was not pleased with that response. “Why? Because I’m from Saudi Arabia?” 
Scot fumbled. “I, uh, uh—”
“No, this place is not mine.” 
“So then what’s the deal?” 
Nasir gave him a long measuring stare, then clicked his tongue. “Let’s go back down.” He walked away. 
“Wait,” Scot demanded and reached for him. “Why the hell did you bring me up here?” 
Nasir stared at the hand latched around his arm and then gazed coldly at Scot, who quickly released his grip. 
What the hell just happened? The old man had left Scot with more questions than answers. Maybe no answers are better than bad answers. 
Alone once again, Scot stood on the roof overlooking the town he’d once loved. He used to miss this place, but tragedy had killed those feelings, while time had sent them beneath dirt. Things can never be the same as they once were. Blacking out the world, he let the sun’s warmth grace his skin and he shut his eyes, accepting the bad days ahead, for the good ones no longer existed, buried in the graves where the dead once lay. 
Green Hills had become a cemetery.




 
 
episode three
FIGHT THE PAST



KALE
No cuffs on his wrists. Freedom. 
Fresh salt, air free of decay, sparkles across the ocean surface; the world was not an apocalypse at that moment, and Kale embraced it. He stood at the yacht aft, arms outstretched, wind rippling his dark green shirt. Ocean spray blessed his face every so often. 
“You’re not on the Titanic,” Howard interrupted him, standing in his suit, or what was left of it. Part of his dress shirt hung untucked, stained with blood. His tie swung loose, his slacks were ripped, and his hair was still as greasy as ever. A slight crack had crawled across one of the lenses in his glasses. 
Titanic. Although Howard bugged him at times, Kale grabbed his friend’s shoulder, happy to see him. “We made it.” 
Howard snorted. “Yeah, well, we can’t stay out at sea forever.” 
True, but it was too soon to bother Kale’s mind. 
“When we get back to land, know what we’re going to do? Load up on guns, ammo, beef jerky and start blasting some zombie fools.” It was good to have Howard back from his drunken incapacitation. He was naïve, dumb even, but he brought some lightness to this whole mess and Kale appreciated that. After all, there wasn’t really anyone else to talk to. 
Alec had secluded himself with Nicole, mourning the loss of his brother. Jeff was unconscious. The two doctors who owned the yacht were busy with their nephew, Evans. 
Erica was...somewhere. 
As for Deputy Jimmy Miller, well, Kale never gave a shit about that guy. 
Then there was Howard, who had suited up for a fun night and got zombies instead, which probably made him happier. Howard sat on a bench by Kale’s side and he turned his back, staring at the rest of the yacht. 
There were two decks. Kale and Howard stood on the main deck across from an opening that led down to the interior, which housed several berths and the captain’s corridor. The upper deck was a vacation spot loaded with lounge chairs and a hot tub. Kale was tempted to go in and enjoy the bubbles, but figured it wasn’t a good time. Above the sun deck was the bridge, where the captain and his nephew were discussing some matter, possibly familial, possibly not. 
Kale didn’t care. He had much to discuss with Jeff and Alec, but he would give them time to mull things over. I’ve waited this long. What’s a few more hours or days, or even weeks? So he sat down next to Howard, crossed his legs, folded his arms and waited. 
Several long minutes passed before Howard spoke, “Well, now I’m bored.” 
“Yeah, same here. But we should enjoy our safety, right?” 
“I guess. I don’t even remember much from last night. It feels like a drunken dream.” 
“No dream, Howie.” Kale scratched at his leg. Movement on the bridge caught his attention. The captain and his nephew were arguing about something.
“Spy Ops?” Howard stood, extending a hand to his friend.
“We can’t trust them.” 
“Who said anything about trust?” 
“Well, what if they catch us and do something drastic?” 
Howard rubbed his chin. “So...Spy Ops?” 
“Yeah, yeah, let’s go.” 
Spy Ops was a game they’d invented a few years back and had played numerous times. The premise of the game was basically exactly what it sounded like. They would spy on someone, trying not to get caught. Most of the time this involved looking at girls. Some people called it stalking, or creeping, but they called it Spy Ops. 
Their mission commenced. They lurked up a curved white staircase that lead to the upper deck. Erica was on a lounge chair, wearing sunglasses she had found earlier on the yacht. Her skirt was rolled up her thighs, and she wore only a bra. Why she was tanning at a time like this, Kale had no idea, but then again, they were playing Spy Ops. Perhaps it helped ease her mind from the horrifying situation they’d barely managed to escape.
Deputy Miller was also on a lounge chair, wearing the same uniform as the night before, toying with his pistol. His back was turned to them, so it was easy to get to the short set of stairs leading up to the bridge unnoticed. Kale, ahead of Howard, took a careful step off the wooden deck, holding the metal railing of the stairs. The door to the bridge was open and he heard them inside. 
“I’m sorry you lost your team, your friends,” said Dylan, Evans’ uncle. 
“They died heroes. I won’t shed a tear for them.” 
“Why not?” 
“Accomplishes nothing.” 
“Right, well, what do you make of all this?” 
“All of what? We have a situation. We deal with the situation.” 
“Yeah,” there was a short pause in his uncle’s breath, “but this situation will eat us.” 
“We sail north to the VTF headquarters, Camp Numark. We speak with Colonel Hutton. We go from there.” 
The uncle huffed. “What if there is no Numark?” 
“Like I said, we go from there.” 
“What’s really bothering you?” 
Evans took a couple steps that drew closer to the door, and Kale was ready to run, but Howard grabbed his arm, motioning for him to wait. Evans gave his response. “That girl out there, Erica, I killed her boyfriend last night. He was innocent for all I know.” 
“I’m sure you had reason to,” his uncle replied. 
“I think I did. I mean, I know I did. He was bit. People who are bit change into them. It happened to a fallen VTF.” 
“So, you did good.” 
There was silence for a while and Howard even yawned. Kale smacked him. 
The uncle, Dylan, spoke again. “You’re mourning your fallen team members. I get it. We can wait to return to Numark. We can float out here for a day if you want. Rest. Then return to shore.” 
“I should’ve been there with them. I should’ve fought until the end.” 
“Then I get to lose you? Chances are Erica would’ve died, too. You did the right thing.” 
“Then why do I feel like shit?” 
“Because unlike those things back on land, you actually have a soul.” 
Howard let a quiet giggle escape and Kale was ready to hit him again, until Evans spoke. “There’s more.”
“What?” 
“Erica, I’m pretty sure she’s been bit.” 
“She—”
“She will change if we do nothing. I don’t know what to do. I should’ve just shot her down with her boyfriend. We can’t save everyone.” 
The uncle’s voice interjected, “No, but we can do something.” 
“What?” 
“We can operate.” 
The subject matter of the conversation suddenly changed and was filled with mundane topics. They talked about Evans’ mom, his uncle’s partner who was fast asleep in the captain’s corridor, and other nonsense that neither Kale nor Howard had desire to hear. So they returned to the aft. 
They didn’t talk about anything they’d overheard. They didn’t speak at all. Howard quickly fell asleep and all Kale could think about was the fact that Erica was bit. She would change. They would have to do something. In fact, they should do something right away, he knew. The longer they waited, the more the danger to them all increased. Assuming of course she was actually bit. 
I can do something. I can be the hero we need. Kale crossed his legs, folded his arms and lay slouched on the cloth bench once again, letting his face soak up the sun. His eyes closed beneath his bushy black brows and his body finally felt calm. 
Another interruption. To his surprise, it was Alec. 
Kale sat straight. “Hey.” 
Alec didn’t look at Kale, eyes on the snoring Howard. “Is he a deep sleeper?” 
“The deepest I know.” 
Their eyes finally connected. “We have to talk. I owe you this talk.” 
Holy crap, it’s happening. He’s realizing it all now! Kale shifted to give Alec room to sit. He never did though, and remained standing at a distance. “I’m ready when you are. You and Scot and Homer know that.” 
“I need to say a few things. Don’t act out. Don’t respond. Just listen, okay?” 
Kale nodded.
“First of all, I’m grateful every day you were there to save us when...” Alec’s voice drifted, concerned about Howard overhearing. 
“I swear, don’t worry about him. Nothing wakes him.” Not exactly true, but I need Alec to say what I hope he’s going to say. 
Alec continued, “I’m grateful you were there, Kale. Okay?” 
“I appreciate that.” Tell me I was right all along. 
“Listen. You’re wrong about me. You always have been. I’m just a normal guy. I’m not special. I’m no hero, okay? I tried to be a firefighter and because of me, a good man was killed. A hero died.” Alec pressed his fingers to his temples. “Then I tried to save my brother. Brian was a hero. It was my fault back then, and it was my fault last night. They’re both dead.”
Kale’s gaze remained strong and direct. “I’m sorry, Alec, but you’re wrong.”
Alec grabbed Kale’s shirt with two hands and tugged him. “I told you to just
listen,” he seethed. 
Kale’s mouth stayed shut. How can he still act like this? After everything that has happened—how?
“I acted like I didn’t believe you at first. Truth is, I didn’t, but after a while things started to happen that changed my mind.”
“Like what?” 
Alec clenched his teeth and released Kale. “It doesn’t matter. I wanted to have a normal life with Nicole and still try to use my,” he cleared his throat, “you know, I just wanted to keep some of it. Not let it all go like Scot. I wanted to feel some—” 
“Power,” Kale supplied, his face hard. 
“Whatever you want to call it. The fact is, I don’t have any gifts or powers. I get people hurt.” Now his fist clenched. “I couldn’t even save my own brother.” 
“Alec, buddy, look—” 
“No. I’ve said what I needed to say. All that matters is that Homer gets well and we hope for the safety of Scot and our families. I just want you to know I don’t hate you, Kale. I never did. I want you to understand that.” 
Alec pulled away but Kale grabbed his arm. “Have you talked to your parents?” 
“No, cell reception was gone last night and it’s still not back.”
“Yeah, I couldn’t get through to them either. Do you think we made the right choice going with these guys? I mean, I was arrested so I didn’t really have one.” 
“Running off to my parents’ house with Nicole would’ve been too dangerous. Keeping her safe is what’s most important to me. Being with the guns seemed like the safer route. I think we made the only good choice available.” 
Kale allowed himself to be mollified and leaned back on the bench, his gaze still holding Alec’s eyes. “Let me know if Homer wakes up.” 
Alec nodded and disappeared into the interior of the yacht. 
The ocean was calmer than before, still as beautiful. And although Kale appreciated Alec’s words, and although the day was still bright, he couldn’t help but curse under his breath. Something must open his eyes.



ALEC
Flames forever burn. 
Although he lay with Nicole on a berth inside the yacht by the captain’s cabin, his mind traveled back to Lake Terrace, a city neighboring Green Hills. He was a firefighter rookie — a ‘probie’ to his fellow firefighters. He had always wanted to fight fires. A fireman? Kale would mock him. Sure, and I want to be an astronaut. Although it sounded like a childish dream, Alec took great pride in the profession, and ever since that day at the well, he’d felt change he needed to unleash. Of course, he would’ve never admitted this to either Kale or Jeff. They would’ve barraged him incessantly to do silly things that would cost him time with Nicole. But he wanted to do well in the world. He wanted to save people. So he chose the path of the firefighter. 
And failed abysmally. 
Back in Lake Terrace, an apartment complex was ablaze as Alec stood outside in his yellow bunker gear. Trucks, squad cars, and ambulances surrounded the area. People were screaming, crying, searching for loved ones. He was wearing his helmet and face mask, unlike the man he was to follow in, Cecil ‘Clutch’ Hutchenson. Clutch was braver than the other firefighters in Alec’s house. A little too brave, perhaps. Sometimes reckless and constantly on the Chief’s radar, Clutch was a renegade. Many aspired to be him. 
“You ready, kid?” Clutch asked Alec. 
Alec nodded behind his mask. They were the first in, joined by four others. Clutch took to a stairwell immediately and Alec followed, one other firefighter behind him. Clutch charged with his axe in hand. The higher they went, the thicker the smoke. The stairwell was dark, cloudy, burning and tight. They all wore their breathing apparatuses, even Clutch. 
Behind Alec came Archer ‘Archie’ Crane. He had worked at the Lake Terrace house for a couple of years before Alec joined. He never talked much, except during fantasy football season. He ran the whole thing for the house. 
Clutch slammed his shoulder into an apartment door that refused to open. They could hear a girl screaming on the other side. Archie told Alec to stay low, and he got on his knees, axe in hand. Archie and Clutch swung their axes at the door, alternating blows. 
The entire complex shook with the violent force of an explosion.
The floor at the end of the hall they were in buckled, and flames ripped through the air. 
“We need to go!” Archie grabbed Clutch’s shoulder. 
“Keep hacking!” 
Alec stayed, crouched under the smoke, not knowing what to do. All his training and preparation had suddenly vanished. The apartment door crashed down and Clutch charged in first. Flames tore through the carpet at the end of the hall and spread onto the walls, forming a fireball that shot down the hall straight for Alec. 
“Get in!” Archie screamed from the doorway. 
Alec pushed off his knees as the flames licked at him, only to be tugged in the apartment by Archie. They both tumbled in and watched as the fireball shot across the hall. 
“Is that normal?” Alec grabbed Archie’s arm. 
“No. I’ve never seen something like that!” 
“Will you two Chatty Cathys get up and find us a way out of here?” Clutch held the now unconscious girl over his shoulder. At least her screaming had stopped. 
Archie rose first and tugged Alec to his feet. The hall outside was being devoured by flames and clogged by smoke. Archie leaned out the apartment and tapped the hall floor with his axe. One hard tap caused the floor to cave in, revealing the burning inferno below them. 
“Obviously not that way!” Clutch turned back. 
Alec rushed to a window overlooking the complex’s courtyard. There was a pool, but it wasn’t nearly close enough for them to make the jump. No safe way down. 
“Hack through the walls until we get to the last apartment and pray we get a ladder, boys!” 
Alec heaved and hacked and heaved and hacked. Archie did the same, and even Clutch put the girl down to help. They ripped through the first apartment and rushed to the farthest wall from them. If Alec remembered correctly, they had three or four more apartments to bash through until they reached the end.
Alec beat the other two firefighters to the wall and began to hack at it. Archie yelled for him to wait. He turned and as he did he saw the floor ignite. From below! 
“Run!” Archie yelled and Alec leapt on a bed as the floor was burnt to a crisp. He scrambled across the sheets as the bed tipped back, sliding into the furnace beneath him. He reached the end of the bed but began to slip. 
Archie grabbed his hand and tugged him forward to safety. They stumbled out of the room but the floor kept burning in their direction. 
The room spun. Alec froze. How? Why? Already? 
“Back! Back!” Archie waved frantically to Clutch. They crawled and scrambled to their feet and rushed into the first apartment they’d entered. 
“Bash through until we reach the staircase and hope it’s still there, boys!” 
On the walkie, Chief yelled the fifth and sixth floors were gone. No shit. They hacked and heaved and hacked and heaved again in a last ditch effort to get out safely. The next apartment was finally revealed, but the hole in the wall needed to be bigger. Keep hacking! 
“Pull it open!” Clutch commanded. 	
Archie neither hacked nor pulled, simply plowed straight through the hole, smashing the sides down with his flying body. He sprawled out across the ground and lost his helmet in the process. “Alec,” he coughed, a line of blood snaking down his forehead. “Alec, help me up.” 
But Alec froze. The floor underneath Archie was engulfed in flames like it’d been beneath Alec minutes before. Archie writhed on the burning carpet. Eyes wide, he reached for Alec. “Grab my hand! Quick!” 
The heat brought Alec back to focus. “Archie!” The floor vanished in a flash of heat and Archie fell, but Alec dove and managed to grab his hand. He slid forward, tugged to the flaming pit by the weight of his fellow firefighter. 
Nicole. He saw the beauty in her eyes as he slid right to hell, leaving the heaven of her touch. 
Clutch grabbed Alec’s legs, refusing to let him and Archie burn. 
His fingers wrapped around Archie’s wrist, Alec watched as the man dangled above a jungle of flames. 
Fire and smoke. Burning and death. 
“Hang on!” Alec’s teeth clenched. 
“I’m losing you!” Clutch yelled from behind. 
Archie’s glove slipped up his wrist. No! 
The floor cracked beneath Alec and he knew they’d all fall and burn. Just heave up, lift him, use the strength Kale knows you have. Just be the hero. Save them! 
The floor broke, and their fall became ashes in Alec’s stomach. 
Dripping with sweat, he came back to Nicole, who touched his cheek gently as they lay together on a berth in the yacht. 
“Same nightmare?” 
Yes. Although he couldn’t remember the details of how he managed to survive while Archie hadn’t, he knew why. Unlike Archie’s body which had ignited in mere moments, Alec broke through the fifth floor, and then to the fourth, in time for a rescue before the apartment was lost. 
After his recovery, he chose to quit his dream; he’d not get another person killed. However, sometime later, his desire to return grew so strongly, he made another attempt. Word got around he was unstable and unreliable, which was why he couldn’t get hired at the Green Hills department. He didn’t blame them. He wasn’t cut out for it and deep down he believed he should’ve been the one that burned instead of poor Archie. 
Clutch and the girl had somehow made it out. But that was who Clutch was — Clutch. 
Two heroes in Alec’s life had died while he survived. Archie was the first, with his brother, Brian, being the tragic second. I should’ve been the one to hold the dead off last night, not Brian. I could’ve survived. Not him. I let him die. 
“Alec.” Nicole’s touch was as soft as her whisper. Her brown eyes were shining and inviting. Her firm lips opened and he could see some saliva stuck between them. He grabbed her head, pulled her to his face, and kissed her with more force than he intended. Her tongue slipped wetly in his mouth. He flipped her on her back and hit his head on the ceiling. She laughed as she wrapped her legs around him, pulling tight. He stared into her eyes and the world was never deathly or dark when he slid inside her. 
They were quick to finish, forgetting that Jeff was in the alcove next to them. Nicole blushed but Alec was quick to dismiss her worries, although he was just as embarrassed. He wasn’t sure why, exactly. Jeff had been in and out of his coma and even when he was conscious, his words were slurred and his eyes confused. His moments of consciousness lasted only seconds. 
Alec knelt by the berth his friend rested on. Jeff's face was stained with dirt and blood, his soft blond hair was a mass of knots and mud, and his black uniform was shredded and torn all over, but under the fabric, his skin was whole. All his cuts had healed, some had even turned into scars. On his thigh was a leg holster. Empty. Alec wanted the gun, or anything to help protect Nicole. She was the only person, the only thing, worth living for. So he returned to the berth where she lay, covered only by a thin blanket. He snuck under the covers, pulled her close and kissed her hair. His world went dark but fire crossed his memory. 
Flames forever burn.



SCOT
How I love her emerald eyes. 
They sat, forming a sloppy circle in the back of the food mart. Scot was across from Kelsey, Sadie next to him, and the newest member to the group, CJ, a tall, lanky teen, who wore a dirty baseball uniform, black and gold, the colors of the Green Hills Panthers. His once-white pants were stained with grass, blood, and brains. 
CJ had arrived at the food mart while Scot was out cold. Apparently, CJ had been with his teammates celebrating a victorious practice (celebrating like Scot and his friends had tried to do that same night) when the undead attacked them. CJ was the only survivor and claimed to have killed at least three zombies with his metal alloy bat. Bashing Betty, he called it. He held the bat close as they sat around talking, passing the time, waiting for the old man, Nasir, to tell them their next move. 
Scot found it funny they had stayed at the food mart. They didn’t know this man Nasir. Yes, he saved them, but that shouldn’t earn trust right away. Then again, what else were they to do? It was dangerous outside, Scot’s parents were out of town, and his ‘friends’ could be anywhere. So he really had no reason to leave. Here they had food, drinks, and contact solution for his poor dry eyes. He knew they couldn’t stay for too long, though, because the mart wasn’t exactly the safest place to take refuge given its glass doors, small and cramped space. The survivors could easily be overwhelmed, trapped, and messily devoured. 
But they sat around, talking quietly and snacking. Scot munched on a bag of cheese nachos, peanut butter cups, and he downed a Vitamin Water for good measure. I’m just asking for the diabetes. His eyes would every so often latch to beer in the fridge behind Kelsey. How he wanted to take one. There will be time for that, I’m sure. 
At the glass door, Nasir was standing guard with his sniper rifle. He’d yet to part with it. Scot thought it silly to stand by the door. Much easier to be seen. But the man seemed to know what he was doing. And he knows something about me.
Why else did he bring me to the roof? What does he want? Is he dangerous? All these questions fueled Scot’s desire for the beer, though he preferred whiskey. Survivors can’t be choosers. 
There was only one reason why Nasir brought Scot to the roof, he guessed. The well. That day in high school will forever haunt me. But how could Nasir possibly know about that? Impossible, Scot decided. Alec had said nothing, and no matter how badly Jeff and Kale wanted them to embrace whatever ‘power’ they were given, they wouldn’t go blabbering about it either, or at least Scot hoped. 
Why did he just leave me on the roof? Is he toying with me? Maybe I’m not the person he thought? Beer, beer, bee—
Nasir stood over them. His face was composed of grey curly hair, wrinkled tan skin, a massive mole under his eye, and thick eyebrows. “We leave soon. Gather any food and water you can.” 
Sadie asked quickly, “Where are we going?” 
“North.” 
“What’s north?” CJ asked next. 
“Safety.” 
Scot squinted at him. “Can we get more than a one word answer?” 
“Soon.” After this response, Scot swore Nasir hid a slight smile. “Ten minutes. Bring what you must.” 
The younger survivors turned to one another. 
“What do you want to do?” Scot asked Kelsey. 
She looked over at Sadie, who merely shrugged. 
CJ stood. “I’m going with him. He’s badass and I don’t know what else to do.” The teen quickly stuffed snacks and drinks in his baseball equipment bag. 
“What do you think?” Kelsey asked Scot. 
“What reasons do we have to stay here?” 
“Uh, our friends, family, our home,” said Sadie.
Scot wasn’t fond of her, mostly because she despised him. She was one of those stubborn people who’d never let you back in their good graces. Then again, he’d never tried. Scot said, “My parents are vacationing in Florida. Kelsey’s family doesn’t live here anymore and—” 
“It’s not all about you, Scot,” she said, her eyes narrowed. 
“He has a point,” Kelsey stated. “Where will we go?” 
“We could all stay at my parents’ place if you want.” 
Sadie huffed. “Death walkers or not, I’m not staying at your place, Scot.” 
Death walkers? 
“Sadie,” Kelsey shot her name in a whisper.
“What? He’s still a douche mongrel.” 
Scot threw up his hands in frustration. “I’m going with Nasir.” His answer stemmed from a combination of things. First, he had to find out whether Nasir knew something about him he himself didn’t know. Second, he figured Sadie would never leave with him. Third, Kelsey. He couldn’t leave Kelsey, and Sadie would never leave her either. He guessed he was stuck with Sadie. He groaned. I should let them talk it out. He stood and went to help CJ load his backpack, but the teen had already finished, waiting next to Nasir. 
“You ready?” CJ asked Scot. 
“I need some contact solution.” 
“Do you have glasses?” 
“Yeah, but I forgot we’d planned a zombie apocalypse party last night, so I left them at home.” 
“Sarcasm is the language of the devil, bro.” CJ raised his chin and Scot fought the urge to smack him across the face. Nasir had no interest in their conversation as he waited patiently for everyone to get ready. When it came time to leave, everyone did the reasonable thing, Scot thought. Venture out with Nasir. No surprise that Sadie decided to join. She won’t leave Kelsey. Or she just wants to bug me. Or both. 
They traveled quickly through the streets, surrounded by a lush suburban paradise. They were a few miles away from the town’s main shopping center, which was close to the coast. But they wouldn’t head that way. Nasir was determined to find a car suitable for their travels. The Jeep that was left at the gas station would be too vulnerable to an attack. At least, that was what Nasir had told CJ when CJ expressed a desire to drive the Jeep. 
They found an abandoned SUV on the road side. Its front door hung open. An arm dangled limply from the driver’s seat. Blood dripped slowly off of lifeless fingers, forming a small puddle on concrete. Nasir told them to stay back as he approached the vehicle. CJ unsheathed Bashing Betty and got into a swinging stance.
Scot tried to come up with a sarcastic comment to make fun of him, but given their current situation, he held his tongue.
Nasir knelt by the SUV and grabbed bloodstained keys from under the driver’s dangling hand. He peeked in the SUV, and then waved for the group to get in. Sadie sat in the front seat, CJ hopped into the far back, and Scot sat in the middle with Kelsey. Nasir drove them. Where are we going? Scot wished he had a clue. They passed his old school. They passed the old neighborhood where he used to live. They passed his favorite movie theater, bowling alley, and his favorite make-out spot overlooking the ocean. They headed north, away from Green Hills, away from his hometown he’d once loved. They went back up the Pacific Coast Highway, the same highway he had driven down just the other day with his now-deceased girlfriend for the reunion. 
Angie...
All he’d needed to do was tell her the truth back at his house. She would’ve been sad and angry, but at least she’d be alive. I was too weak, too pathetic to set her free. And he didn’t feel sorry for himself. He felt sorry for her. I’m...feeling something...and making it about myself again! I’m doomed. He pressed his face against the cool glass of his window. 
They sped north, the ocean at his side and in the far distance a yacht headed in the same direction.



EVANS
The sooner you act, the sooner you save her.
Specialist Evans of the VTF stood on the upper deck of the yacht, leaned against a white railing while he watched Erica. She was on the sun deck, lying on her stomach, tanning. Her bra was unsnapped, her back bare. People grieve in mysterious ways. Her dark brown hair hung off the lounge chair, almost grazing the wood floor. Evans unclipped his body armor and left it on the closest lounge chair along with his carbine. He knelt by Erica’s side. She didn’t move. He cleared his throat. 
Still no movement, so he stretched a hand over her back when she mumbled drowsily, “What do you want?” 
“To check on you.” 
If her arm had moved the slightest, he would’ve seen her breast as she lifted to face him. “Check on me for what?” 
“Generally speaking, how are you?” 
“Oh, I’m dandy. My boyfriend gets shot in the head. My boss gets eaten by those stinking creatures. And I’m trapped here on a boat with people I don’t know. But hey, at least the sun is out.” She grabbed her bra and sat straight. Her toned legs pressed against Evans and he moved out of the way. “What? Shy now? You weren’t on the dock when you kissed me last night.” 
You’re infected. “It was—”
“A moment.” Her eyes were hostile. “A random moment, but a moment.”
Evans forced half a smile. “Yes.” He glanced away from her cold eyes and back to her bare legs. Her thighs, her knees, her calves. Last of all, his eyes wandered down to her ankles. Her hand shot down to cover the wound. 
“Erica...” 
“It’s nothing,” she snapped. 
“Move your hand.”
“No.” 
He looked up at her. She clenched her lips. 
“Did one bite you on the dock last night?” 
“Why? You want to shoot me like you shot Tommy?” 
She knows it was me? Evans stood. “I want to save you. I will save you if you let me.” He lowered his hand to hers, touching her fingers. “Lift your leg.”
Flicking her fingers against her ankle, she hesitated but allowed him to examine her leg. A dark shade of red splotched with green surrounded the bite mark in a spreading radius. Decay, spreading up her leg. The green grew lighter the farther it spread up her ankle. 
“Why didn’t you come to me sooner?” He realized this was a stupid question and he deserved the brusque answer he got in return.
“Tommy.” 
“Let’s go to my uncle. He and Pat will help you.” He grabbed her arm but she tugged it away. “Erica.” 
Limping a step from the lounge, she yanked her t-shirt from his hands and pulled it over her head. She spun around for her jeans but before she could grab them, Evans stomped his boot down on them. She tried tugging them out from underneath the specialist but had no luck. “Give them to me!” 
“No.” 
“Fine!” She gestured impatiently and turned to go, but Evans grabbed her and yanked her to the railing. 
“Get off me!” 
“Erica, listen to me.” 
She spat at his face, the gob of saliva grazing his eye. Without letting go, he tugged, wrapping her tight, pinning her against his chest. She kicked and screamed a few more seconds until she surrendered. Body heaving, she stared quietly up at him. Their faces were only inches apart. Tears broke, and she buried her face in his shoulder. He rubbed her back, trying to provide some comfort. At least, he hoped it was comforting. 
“I won’t let you die like Tommy. I won’t. Come downstairs and I promise you, it’ll all be okay.” 
Sobbing, she nodded, and he kissed her forehead gently. She reached for his face, moving her lips for his but he pulled away. 
“I—” 
Her eyes went cold again. “Right, I’m damaged goods now.” 
Erica followed him to the captain’s cabin without further resistance. His uncle and Pat were already preparing for the operation. They had Erica lie on the bed. Pat tended to her while Dylan grabbed his nephew and helped him to the door. 
“I want to stay,” said Evans. 
“Wait outside. This will get messy. I need you to keep watch for any other boats. Protect us out there.” 
“Who will protect you in here if something goes wrong?”
Dylan smiled at Pat. “He’s good with a hand-axe.” 
A heavy sigh squeezed from Evans’ nostrils. “Let me talk to her real quick.” He stepped around his uncle to the large bed Erica was on. With each step he weighed the decision. 
If it works, how will she act? Will she threaten our survival?
If it doesn’t, how much danger are we in? 
Should I just take my gun and end it now? 
He reached the bed and knelt by her side, contemplating a no-risk solution. 
“You sure do like to kneel in front of me.” Her smile was groggy and her voice slurred from the alcohol Pat had given her as a makeshift anesthetic. “Maybe you’ll kiss me on the lips after this?” 
A forced half-smile. “If this works, I’ll kiss you wherever.” He took her hand, pressed it against his own cheek, and stood. The whole time he’d been kneeling, his fingers were against his holster. But as he rose, he killed that option. We can save her. He nodded at Pat, who had the hand-axe ready, then left, closing the cabin door gently behind him. 
In the hall were four alcoves for sleeping. Alec and his girlfriend were in one and across from them lay the damaged Jeff. He looked at his unconscious mate. You survived this long, bud, don’t quit on me now. 
Evans stepped out to the main deck. The other two survivors, Kale and Howard, were sleeping on the benches. All were accounted for—except the deputy.
On the upper deck, Evans found Miller examining his carbine. Stupid of me to leave it out for anyone to use. “What do you think?” The deputy seemed harmless enough, but Evans was ready to draw and fire if he made the wrong move. 
Deputy Miller startled in surprise, almost dropped the weapon. “It’s nice. We didn’t get to use these back in Green Hills.” 
“I doubt you needed one in Green Hills.” 
“Ha! True, until last night.”
Evans took his weapon, strapped it to his back over his body armor. 
“So are you some kind of special agent or what?” 
Evans stepped to the white railing and the deputy followed him. “I’m a Marine, assigned to the Vault Tactical Force.” 
“That sounds made up.” 
“Everything gets made up.” 
Miller scratched his head, pondering this. I was being sarcastic, you idiot. 
“Anyways,” said Evans, “you did good on the roof. I saw you take a few of them out.” 
“Well, thanks. Glad I got some of these kids somewhere safe.” 
“You know them?” 
“I went to high school with most of them. I busted Kale for drunk driving last night, not that it really matters now.” 
“How about Nicole?” 
“Man, she has one fine body, don’t she?” Miller smiled lecherously, his lips curling back to reveal his small teeth.
“Yeah, well she’s dating the Mexican version of Zac Efron, so don’t get too excited.” 
“Efron has made some good movies now, I mean he started out as a twerp but he’s grown into a fine actor. But I don’t think Alec is Mexican.”
He takes everything with a pound of salt. “He’s some kind of Latino.”
“Alec Gutierrez? Yeah, suppose so. Oh, wait, I think his real name is Alejandro. I forget why he changed it.” 
Evans was growing tired of this pointless conversation. “Can you do me a favor?” 
“What do you need?” 
“Stay up here and keep a look out for any boats, ships, or anything. Come down and get me if you spot anything.” 
Miller nodded. “Will do.” 
“Okay on ammo?” He should be. 
“Yeah, got those bullets you gave me this morning.” 
“Amen. Make them count.” Evans left, made his way back to the cabin, passing all the sleeping people on the interior berths, and pressed against the cabin door to listen. Quiet inside. They seem to have already finished. He pushed the door open and his uncle waved for him to enter. He closed it behind him. 
Erica lay semi-conscious on the bed. Her face was pale and her lips quivered. Blood-soaked towels covered what was left of her leg. In the bathroom, Pat rinsed off the axe and explained, “We had to take the leg, at her upper calf. If it kept spreading it would’ve turned her.” 
“You’re sure?” Evans helped his uncle to his feet. 
“We’re pretty sure. Not all the way. It was our best course of action, though.” 
And if it doesn’t work, then I have the only cure. His fingers brushed against his holstered gun. 
“How’s it looking out there?” his uncle asked. 
“Us and the water.” 
“Good, keep an eye on her for a second, realized I left my shotgun up in the bridge. Not the smartest thing.” 
Runs in the family. Evans made his way to the bed and knelt once again by Erica’s side. He grabbed her hand. Her fingers moved but they were weak. Drool dripped off her lips. He grabbed a towel and dabbed her mouth. Her eyes were distant. 
“I’m alive?”
“Yes. You’re safe now.” 
Sampson wanted me to save her. I did that. I fulfilled his final order. This time, Erica forced a half-smile and Evans got excited, too excited, at the idea of kissing her again. As he tightened his grip around her hand, the cabin door swung open. He figured Uncle Dylan had just left the room. He figured wrong. 
Kale stepped in, aimed Dylan’s shotgun at Erica. 
Evans leapt to his feet, reaching for his pistol. “No!” 
Kale pumped. 
The spread flew across the room, and Erica’s face exploded in a shower of blood. Evans struck Kale before he could pump again, pinned him to the ground, and threw the shotgun out of reach. A vein bulged from Evans’ forehead as he throttled Kale. 
“Jonny!” his uncle cried. “Jonny, what did he do?” 
You don’t look back till you take every breath he has. His grip tightened around Kale’s neck.
“She,” Kale choked and gasped, “she was infect-infected.” 
“No,” Evans growled, “she was one of us.”



KALE
Stay awake. Things are not what they seem. 
Outside on the main deck, Kale fought to keep his eyes open. He’d watched them bring Erica into the interior. Bit. Dangerous. Must. Stay awake. 
Miller walked past Kale. “What’s going on?” he asked the deputy. 
“Talk to me again and I’ll put those cuffs back on you,” was the only reply he received. Miller left the main deck. 
Bitter asshole. Kale stayed on his back. Howard snored viciously on the bench across from him. 
The interior of the yacht was dark. So much darker than out here. He wondered if they were killing her or trying to save her. He doubted there was any cure. So soon? No way. His eyes grew heavier, his head lighter, and his body went to rest. 
He forced himself off the bench and his legs carried him to the interior, and he passed the sleeping forms of Alec, Nicole, and Homer. Although he wanted to stop and check on them, he kept moving, heading right for the closed cabin door. 
From inside came a stifled scream and a thud that shook Kale’s bones. The door seemed to shrink with every step he took. He tried to stop and call the others for help, but instead, he kept moving, his feet padding silently along the carpet. His hand was outstretched, his eyes on the door. 
Tremors ran through his hand as it hovered over the gold handle. He briefly formed a fist before resting his palm flat on the door. A deep sigh and his fingers slid around the handle. Cold, so cold it sent a warm shiver down his spine. 
Another thud from within the room. 
Do it, Kale! 
The door blew open, striking Kale to the floor. He stared at Erica leaning rabidly over him. Blood covered her face and dripped from her lips. A chunk of human flesh rolled off her chin. She licked her lips and he could tell she wanted to devour him. Behind her, the white cabin room was covered in red. Blood was splashed as high as the ceiling. He saw Dr. Dylan crawling on the floor, reaching for something. With one hand, the doctor clutched his hollowed-out eye socket, while with the other he shakily reached for his eyeball rolling along the carpet. 
Pat was dead, eviscerated, on the bed. 
Miller was in the room. Evans tried to resuscitate him but the deputy choked to death on his own tongue. 
Kale’s view of the room was cut off. Erica pounced on him and struck for his face. He shoved his hands against her chest and screamed, kicking his legs in a frenzy. Drool fell from her mouth and her tongue flopped long and moist against his cheek. His fingers sunk into her face, the side of it blown open. He tried to shove her away; he tried to dig his hand deeper into her skull to destroy her brain, but he was too weak. 
He tried to scream but found no voice. His hands gave out and he realized she was chewing on his ribs, but he felt nothing. His vision blurred as a red chunk of his heart fell from her mouth. 
Get a gun! 
This thought blasted through Kale’s mind after he jerked awake from the nightmare. Shakes consumed his sweaty body. He fell off the bench and landed on all fours on the deck. He raised his head, his eyes locked to the dark interior. Get a gun. He remembered the shotgun in the bridge that belonged to the good doctor. He also remembered the night before when they reached the yacht, Dylan had held off the remaining horde as they waited for Evans and made their escape. He remembered how badass the doctor looked, blasting and yelling, “Get the hell off my boat!” 
Now it’s my time to be the hero. All infected must die. He snuck past Miller, who was leaning over a white railing and gazing off into the ocean.
The shotgun was right where Kale expected it to be. He grabbed it, not expecting it to be so heavy. Sneaking past Miller again with ease, he entered the interior. 
Alec. Nicole. Jeff. All were still sound asleep. He stood outside the cabin door again, but unlike in his nightmare, he had control over his body. He could control his next move. 
Save them all. 
His world turned in slow motion. 
The door swung open, he heaved the shotgun and pumped it, the effort straining his arm. Evans charged at him, screaming his lungs out. Dylan fell to his knees with shaking hands. Pat peeked from the bathroom, eyes widening with terror. But Kale knew what had to be done. 
Erica was on the bed directly in front of him. There was no time to see what they had done to her, so he fired. 
Evans tackled him so quickly Kale wasn’t sure what hit him. Most of the spread had ripped the bed’s headboard open. Most of it. 
Evans slammed Kale to the ground and choked him. The doctors yelled something. Evans yelled something back. Kale choked out words but even he couldn’t hear himself. He finally made his point clear, yelling, “She was going to turn!”
Evans’ grip tightened even as Dylan and Pat struggled to pry him off of Kale. “He killed her!” 
“Let him go, Jonny! It’s done,” one of them said. 
Kale’s vision spun and clouded, but finally Evans released his chokehold. Kale heaved and curled up on his side, bringing his shaking hands to gingerly touch his neck. He glanced at the enraged Evans, yelling, “She was going to turn and kill us all!” 
“No, Kale.” Pat knelt to him. His eyes were sad. “She was cured.” 
“Cured?” Kale repeated in disbelief. He swallowed. “Cured? How?” 
The impact of what he’d just done hit him as he stared at the bed — at Erica’s destroyed face — at Dylan and Pat doing their best to calm Evans — at this mess of his. 
And a sickness roiled within him. He clutched his stomach and fell forward on his knees. “I wanted to save us,” he sobbed. His eyelids trembled. His lips shook. Feeling the need to the need to justify his actions, he stumbled, “I—I...” 
“He killed her!” Evans screamed in rage.
“Calm down, Jonny,” said Dylan.
Kale collapsed, his face slamming to the ground. He heard the sounds of Alec and Nicole waking behind him, and heard Miller making his way to the scene. But Kale only curled, shivering in place, his eyes shut as he ached for that
feeling he’d once savored. 
That feeling he had in high school. 
That day he saved his friends. 
That day.




 
eight years earlier



THEM
The Garner family’s living room was bright, wide, and carpeted in a lovely shade of sea green. 
When Scot awoke, he shuffled on the couch, his dry eyes hard to open. He rubbed his short reddish hair almost angrily. “Did you guys even sleep?” 
Kale rolled on the carpet, his hand loosely holding a remote. “Dude, we watched Batman Begins again. How did you fall asleep?” 
Scot yawned. “By closing my eyes.” 
Kale grinned. “If it was my origins story, your eyes would stay open.”
“Why would you have an origin story?” 
“After I save the world? Every good hero needs an origin story. Come on.” Kale waved him off, falling back to his chest next to Jeff. In front of them was a large flat-screen that TV that Scot’s dad had bought a few weeks earlier. Some cartoon was on. 
“Shouldn’t we be watching the news?” said Scot.
“Why?”
“See if they caught that kidnapper guy.” 
“Ha. I’ll catch him,” said Kale. “I’ll be the hero.”
Scot ignored Kale and scanned the room. Wide windows surrounded them, allowing the morning sun to seep in. “Where’s Alec?” 
Jeff slowly pointed his fat arm at Scot’s driveway, never taking his eyes off the cartoon. He seemed half-awake. They never sleep when they're here, Scot thought. 
Outside, Alec was sitting on a brick wall, swinging his legs. A bright smile crossed his face as he talked on the phone. 
“Oh, Nicole, of course,” sniped Scot. 
Kale blew out his cheeks and sang, “Wherever Nicole may be, Alec you’ll see.” 
Jeff gave a light chuckle. “You sound like Yoda.” 
“Yeah, man, Yo-duh.” 
Scot lowered his head and sighed. “Lord, help me.” He glanced at his watch. Another hour before school. “How did you guys get away with sleeping over?” 
“Meh. I’ll deal with the consequences later.” 
Jeff scratched his neck. “Mom’s away on business.” 
“You mean staying at another guy’s place?” 
Jeff’s chubby face jiggled in displeasure. “Not cool, Kale.” 
“Sorry, Homer.” 
Scot, having enough of their silliness, hopped off the couch and went outside to join Alec. It was a nice morning — cold in the shade, warm in the sun. 
“All right, baby, I’ll see you at school. Okay, yeah, love you.” Alec hung up. 
“Whoa, you guys are using the ‘L’ word now, huh?” 
Alec hopped off the wall, landed right next to his friend. “We’re growing up.” 
“A freshman in high school is grown up?” 
“I said growing up, not grown up. Anyways, what’s new with Kelsey? Any progress?” 
Scot stared at the cement, puffed out his cheeks. “Trying. I can’t find the nerve to ask her out.” 
“Just do it, man. What’s the worst that could happen?” 
Hands tucked in the pockets of his pajama pants, Scot shrugged, his face reddened. 
“Don’t be shy.” Alec slapped his arm then flicked his nipple. “Man up.” 
“You already got the girl, so this is easy for you to say.” 
Alec smiled benevolently. “God bless America.” 
Hours later, Scot sat in the back of the classroom of his history class. Rows of nodding heads were seated in front of him. A few students focused on the old teacher ranting about the Norman invasion of 1066. 
Next to the scrawny fifteen-year-old was Kelsey. His heart raced whenever he thought she was looking at him. He wanted to look into those bright green eyes of hers. His courage grew. He turned. 
Instant deflation. She’s not looking at me. 
Kelsey stared forward at the teacher, clearly deep in thought, then peeked at a paper on her desk and made her move. The two teens, as they often did during class, were playing a heated game of Hangman. She handed the paper back to Scot. A six-letter word. 
As he wrote down letters, waiting for Kelsey to nod or shake her head no, a lightbulb went off. He successfully finished guessing her word, JAZZED, and was relieved he didn’t guess something inappropriate. He started a new game, pencil trembling as he drew each line. Keep going, you got this. 
In the front of the classroom, the old teacher paced back and forth, talking about something none of the kids cared about. Half of them were falling asleep, if they weren’t already in a boredom-induced coma. 
Scot’s pencil kept shaking and he paused halfway through his sentence. 
Just do it, he heard Alec say. 
Kelsey tapped her foot against the leg of his desk, urging him to hurry up. 
“One second,” Scot quickly whispered. 
Finished, he handed her the paper, fighting to calm his nerves. He was surprised by how quickly she picked the correct letters. His heart was in his throat. She knows already? His face heated. A minute went by and the game board was three-quarters full. Scot gulped, analyzing Kelsey for her reaction. She figured it out. What’s she thinking? Looking away, he fought to stare back, pretending to pay attention to the teacher, waiting for Kelsey to do something. Anything. Her hand touched his wrist, and the sensation brought heat to his face. Fighting to breathe, he looked into her beautiful eyes. 
“Yes,” Kelsey whispered, her smile beaming. She moved her hand to his, knocking the paper to the ground, revealing its contents:
 
“m a y i t a _ e y o _ o _ t f o _ d i n n e _?” 
 
Distracted by her hand on his, Scot failed to notice another person reach down and pluck the paper. Tug Plowsky glared up at Scot and Kelsey with a devilish grin. 
“Scotty asked you out through a game of hangman?” The lanky teenage boy sneered, waving the paper around. 
“Give it back.” Scot lunged for it. A miss. 
“Seriously, Tug, drop it.” Kelsey whispered the order, her voice furious. 
“No, think I’ll keep it. Show kids around school how romantic Scotty is.” Tug Plowsky rammed his seat back, sending Scot’s desk against the wall with ease. How Scot hated Tug Plowsky. A stereotypical bully in his junior year of high school, Tug was attempting to pass history for the third time. Like most bullies, he cared less about the class and more about tormenting other students. Especially Scot.
“Everything okay back there?” The old teacher mumbled, but within seconds she went back to lecturing. With her attention distracted, Scot lunged for the paper in Tug’s hand again. The larger teen thrust his elbow down, slamming into Scot’s shoulder, and Scot tumbled from his desk, crashing on the dirty classroom floor. 
Scot’s face burned red. Feeling all the students staring at him, he raised his hands to cover his eyes. He felt scrawny, small, and pathetic. 
Tug nudged him. “Get up, you’re making a scene.” 
Stand up for yourself. Do something. Scot raised his head. “Fuck you, Tug.” 
Jaw dropping, Tug’s eyes widened. “Mrs. Acedia, did you hear that?” 
“Scot Garner! Get back in your desk.” The old teacher inquired no further and lectured on. 
Scot pulled himself back into his desk, hiding from all the eyes on him, hiding from Tug’s chuckles, hiding from the girl he wanted ever so badly. Slumped down in his desk, he pretended to focus on his notebook, shielding himself from whatever expression was crossing Kelsey’s face. 
I hate today. 
 
“You’re dreaming, man.” 
“Am I? I’m pretty sure I’m standing here awake, Jimmy.” The stubby Kale slammed his locker shut, staring at Jimmy Miller’s pimply face. 
“Yeah, whatever. You’re not going to find him. If the sheriff can’t, how can you?” 
“I’ll find him. He’s a crazed maniac. They’re always found.” 
An abductor had been plaguing Green Hills for the past few months, kidnapping kids. 
“Yeah, in movies. In books. This ain’t those.” Miller smiled, showing his crooked yellow teeth. Gross. 
Does he ever brush? “Well, where would you look?” Asking Jimmy was pointless, but he wondered what the bonehead thought. 
Miller shuffled his feet as several kids shoved past him. “How about those woods by the coast? Lots of trees. Lots of hiding places. No one goes there.” 
Kale was surprised that Jimmy actually made sense. “This might be the smartest idea you’ve ever had, man. You should be a cop.” 
Miller kicked one foot aimlessly, his hands gripping his backpack straps. “No, I want to be an astronaut.” 
“But imagine if we found him? We would be heroes. Famous.” 
“I don’t want to be famous.” Miller looked out the hall at the sun, his voice dreamy, distant. “I want to be in space.” 
“Let’s go search today after class. We can go check out those woods.” 
Miller snorted. “I was kidding. Get your other friends and check it out.” He left for the open quad.
“You mean my real friends,” whispered Kale. He shoved one hand in his locker. Without looking, he rummaged for his English book. I hate class. A kidnapper preys on our town, and I have to read about less interesting stuff than the poop I made this morning. He yanked the book out, slammed his locker shut, and left the dark hall, stepping under the sun. 
 
Jeff lowered the town newspaper to his lap, legs crossed on the grass. “He got another one. I don’t believe it.” 
“Who?” Alec draped his arm around Nicole’s shoulder. The three of them sat near the baseball field as the Panthers practiced for their next game. 
“The kidnapper guy. Third kid from Green Hills. Gone.” 
“How do you know it’s a guy?” Nicole asked, placing a grape between her lips as she raised an eyebrow at Jeff. 
“Uh.” Jeff shifted nervously. I don’t want to be sexist. I don’t want to offend her. He folded the paper and picked up his crustless PB&J sandwich. I’ll just eat.
“Relax, Homer.” She smiled. “I’m kidding.” 
“It could be a creature from the black lagoon for all we know.” Alec snagged the grape from Nicole’s lips and tossed it for his mouth. He missed. The grape bounced off his nose. 
“Dork.” Nicole kissed his cheek. 
“Thought I had that one.” Alec’s phone vibrated. He struggled to yank it from the pocket of his tight jeans.
Jeff had yet to receive a cell phone. His mom wanted to wait until he got his driver’s license. 
Nicole bit a new grape. “Who is it?” 
“Kale.” 
Jeff watched a baseball player strike out. Annoyed, the player threw his bat against the cage. The coach yelled at him to take a lap. I want to play again. I was just getting good. Although slow, the pudgy teen was quite powerful. 
Staring at the discarded bat clouded in dirt, he yearned to pick it up, just as he choked on a mouthful of creamy peanut butter. His eyes watering, he looked back at the others, turning from the baseball practice. 
“You okay, Homer?” asked Nicole. 
Jeff nodded, needing milk to wash it all down. 
“Hey, tell me the meaning behind the nickname!” Nicole wiggled, excited.
“Hang on, baby,” Alec interrupted, showing his phone to Jeff. 
Nicole smashed a grape against Alec’s cheek. “Rude.” 
Laughing, Alec kissed the skin to the right of her lips. “Can you get us some water? Please, baby?” 
“I’m not your servant.” 
“Please, please. I’ll try that thing you’ve always wanted to try.” 
Nicole’s eyes lit up. “Promise me.” 
“I swear,” he smiled. 
She jumped and jogged for the vending machines.
“What new thing?” Jeff asked.
Alec responded with a smug expression. 
Jeff shook. “Never mind, don’t want to know.” 
“Ha, fine, Homer. It’s something lovely, though. Anyways, look at Kale’s text, will you?” 
He glanced at the phone. 
DITCH CLASS. MUST MEET. 
“What do you think?” Alec asked. 
“I don’t know. Is he okay?” 
“It’s Kale! I’m sure he’s fine.” On his feet now, Alec looked for Nicole at the vending machines. He and Jeff were at the corner of the field furthest from the rest of campus, with the shade of a tree swaying back and forth over them. 
Alec lowered a hand to help Jeff rise. “Come on, let’s find out what he wants.” 
As Jeff stood, his stomach flooded with an ill feeling. 
I think I ate too much peanut butter. 
 
High up on cliffs, the Pelican Cove trail overlooked the glistening surface of the Pacific Ocean. The four friends stared at its beauty, and as a sea breeze whistled through Kale’s black hair, he thought, Today is a day we will never forget. 
On the weekends, the trail was crowded, and no smart kidnapper would have a hideout so close to here. But Kale had zero intentions of sticking to the trail. He would take his friends off soon enough, once he figured they were ready. And in the high chance they found nothing, at least they weren’t stuck at school. 
“Suck it in, boys,” said Kale. “This is what it’s all about.” 
Scot coughed. “Fag.” 
Alec laughed. 
“Whatever,” said Kale. 
Quieting his laughter, Alec grabbed Kale’s shoulder, stood about an inch taller. “Well, tell me why you dragged us out here.” 
“Not yet. We have a little bit to go.” 
“How much is a bit?” Jeff rubbed his arm. His silky blond hair flowed with a cool gust. 
Kale poked at Jeff’s belly. “You hungry?” 
Offended, Jeff swiped his hand away. “Not cool.” 
“Sorry, Homer.” Kale stepped down the trail. “Let’s keep moving, boys. Not much longer.” 
Jeff, Alec and Scot all exchanged glances. Alec shrugged, following Kale first. Scot and Jeff hesitated. 
“It’s times like these, Homer, times like these when I wish we stayed in Hebrew school,” said Scot. 
“Hey, I stayed. You left after your Bar Mitzvah.” 
“We can’t all be Moses.” 
They traveled along open cliffs before veering inland, heading for a tree line. Scot complained constantly. He adopted a joking tone, but everyone knew he was serious. He lacked the patience needed for such a task. 
Fate wants us here, I know it.
A high ceiling of leafy green, with hints of light breaking through, arced over them. They headed deep into the forest. Soon there will be no trails. Excitement shot to Kale’s fingertips like lightning. 
“Okay, so it’s unanimous. We would all do Ms. Lasci,” Scot announced, following behind Kale and Alec. “But what about Miss Saxon?” 
“Oh, definitely Saxon, she’s got some big ol’ titties.” Kale smiled. “I jacked off to a picture of her one time.”
“Too big for me. I like Nicole’s better.” 
Kale spun to Alec. “Well, we all knew you would say that.”
Scot and Jeff giggled, but Scot paused. “Wait, you jack off already?” 
They all froze. Scot’s face reddened as they closed in around him. 
Kale struggled to keep a face that was sincere and caring. “Scotty, tell me you’re kidding. Do you not white water wrist it?”
Alec leaned closer. “Do you not evict the testicular squatters?” 
Even Jeff chimed in, “Do you not drop stomach pancakes?” 
What—the—fuck? 
Staring at the ground, grimacing in embarrassment, Scot said, “I do. I do. You know me — just messing with you guys.”
They all moved in closer, smothering their friend. 
Alec spoke in a light whisper, “Even I take Captain Picard to warp-speed, and I have Nicole.” 
Jeff and Kale lost it, falling back, hunching over as they choked on their laughter. This is the best day ever!
Alec grabbed Scot’s shoulder. Scot squirmed away and said, “Don’t touch me with Picard’s spaceship.” 
Alec slapped him playfully. “You’re precious.” 
“All right, all right,” Kale started, catching his breath. “Let’s leave little Scotty alone and keep moving.” 
“Hey, guys,” said Scot, “just so we’re clear, I do touch my penis and make the masturbation, okay? So don’t tell anyone otherwise.” 
Alec smiled. “Your phrasing tells your lies.” 
“Whatever.” Scot shook his head gruffly. “Kale, will you tell us where we’re going?” 
Alec nodded. “Yeah, I’m sick of this secretive stuff.” 
“Another mile, guys.” Not that I really know. 
“Another mile? We’ve already gone...like a billion,” the plump Jeff wheezed out.
“Homer, we all know you need to eat. Hunt some squirrels or something,” teased Kale. 
Scot and Alec laughed.
“Screw you, guys.” Jeff wiped the sweat from his forehead. “Hey, speaking of masturbation...”
“That was like five minutes ago, you sloth,” snickered Kale.
Jeff stopped. “Screw you, Kale! I’ll head back.”
“Let Homer speak,” said Alec. “It’s always interesting when he talks about jacking off.”
Jeff let out a fake laugh. “Anyway, what was that move Jimmy Miller told us about?”
Kale chuckled. “Spraying the hose.” 
“Spraying the hose?” Scot asked. 
“You want to tell them, Homer, or should I?”
“No way — you do it. It’s terrible.”
“Spraying the hose”—Kale cleared his throat, bending his knees—“is when you ever so slightly press your finger against your pee-hole.” He mimicked the action. “Then when you jizz, well, semen sprays out as if you were blocking a real hose.” Kale shook his hands around, making gushing sounds, throwing invisible goo at Jeff’s face, who flinched out the way. 
Alec’s mouth shot open. “What the hell?”
Scot broke into laughter, falling to the dirt. He pressed a hand to the ground, grabbed his stomach, finally catching his breath. “Wait, wouldn’t you need an enormous pee-hole?” 
“Yeah, that’s Jimmy Miller for you.”
“What’s the correct term for the pee-hole, anyways?” Alec wondered aloud, following right behind Kale as he continued down the path. 
Jeff called out from the back, “A meatus!” 
“A meat-anus?” pondered Scot. 
Kale surprised himself by laughing at Scot’s stupid joke. The others joined him. All four friends landed in a chuckle fest until Alec furtively motioned for them to stop. 
“Did you guys hear that?” 
Scot rubbed his face. “Hear what?” 
Jeff and Kale, standing on opposite ends of the group, scanned the area. 
I hear or see nothing. More jokes, please. “Alec, I don’t—” 
“Shh,” Alec cut Kale off. “Listen.” 
Soft sighs of swaying trees graced Kale’s ears. Nothing else. “Seriously, Alec, you scared of trees?” Kale laughed, slapped his leg, and waited for a response like the one Scot’s joke had received. 
No one laughed. No one spoke. 
The good times had ended, Kale knew, and all four of them stood frozen, listening to the screams of a child in the distance.




 
eight years later



KALE
Not again. He tugged at the handcuff on his wrist, bound to the headboard of the bed in the captain’s cabin. 	
Slumping on the bed, he refused to look at the corpse next to him. All that remains of the life I took moments earlier. “How long do I have to sit here, Jimmy?” 
“Until you learn your lesson,” came the drawling reply. Deputy Miller paced by the doorway. “I can’t believe you did this.” 
“You think I wanted to? I thought—” 
“No, Kale, you didn’t think.” 
Like he knows any better. Guy used to snort gummy bears for a dollar. Kale glanced at Erica’s body, avoiding her vacant face, focusing only on the amputated leg. “What the hell did they do to her?” 
Miller unholstered his pistol and put in the new clip Evans had given him. He examined the gun closely before holstering it again. “They said they saved her. Hell if I know.” 
“Maybe they didn’t. Maybe I did.” 
“Yeah, sure,” Miller scoffed and stood in the doorway. “Stay here.” He laughed quietly to himself. 
As if I have any other choice. “Jimmy, wait.” 
He kept going. What a prick. Kale cursed and stood. He tugged at his handcuffed wrist a few more times before giving up. He twisted around, eyeing the body speculatively. 
A voice came from the doorway. “You okay?” 
Kale spun and stared at the door, at Alec. Kale quickly broke eye contact. “Been better,” he muttered.
“I can see that.” Alec stepped in but kept close to the doorway, his back pressed against a wall. “Anything I can do?” 
“Convince Miller to let me go.” 
Alec bit his lip, shook his head, and said, “I can’t do that.” 
“Why not?” 
“You murdered someone, Kale. You’re dangerous.” 
“Dangerous? How am I dangerous? It was a complete accident.” 
Alec sighed and pressed off the wall. “You get at me for not realizing my potential, for wasting away whatever you say I have. Well, what about you? Your desire to do something big, to be a hero, that’s the main problem. That’s what got us screwed in high school. That’s what got you here now.” 
“I don’t desire anything. It’s just — there was so much good we could’ve done. Hell, we still can. Now more than ever, we
can do so much. But you won’t.” 
“I won’t? You think if I knew for sure, if I knew for a fact, I’m something special, I would be hiding out here?” 
“Easy answer: yes.” 
Alec folded his arms, eyeing Kale. “And what’s your reasoning?” 
“Simple. It’s Nicole. You won’t leave her. You won’t risk her safety.” Kale sat again, his cuffed arm arcing over his head. “Now, if you’re here to kick me while I’m down, go away and send Howard in. He’s a real friend.” 
“Kale, that’s not why I’m here. Despite everything, I still care about you. And Jeff and Scot. I pray for Jeff’s recovery, you know that.” 
“Then what do you want?” 
Alec averted his eyes. “I guess, I guess I simply wanted to check on you.” 
Kale’s reply was cold and dismissive. “Well, I don’t need you checking on me, brother. Bye.” With that, he turned his head to face the wall.
Alec bit his lip again. Kale could feel his long stare but refused to face his friend. 
“You’re an idiot,” snapped Alec. 
Kale turned and Alec was gone. Angry, he smacked his thigh with his free hand and cursed.
Alone.
For housing such a large bed, the captain’s room was small with a dresser near the doorway and a small porthole across from a nightstand to let in some feeble light. The bathroom was cramped and white. Blood-stained rags clogged the sink. 
Kale grabbed his cuffed arm and leaned his face into his bicep. His arm grew numb and he was tempted to stand to relieve the strain. However, down the interior hall, he watched Alec and Nicole climb out to the main deck, sun and light surrounding them. 
Asshole. I never wanted to kill an innocent girl. I...I...
He ignored his mental struggle and focused on Erica’s amputated leg. The stump was covered by bloodstained towels. His gaze ran up her lifeless body and for the first time since killing her, he looked at her face. Her eyes were closed, her mouth open, and her face mangled to shreds along the side. My doing. He wanted to apologize to her, but she was a corpse. He turned away, wiping sweat from his face. His limbs felt weak and his stomach roiled. If you’re going to be a hero, you have to be strong. So be strong. 
Kale looked at Erica’s face again and this time he gagged at the gruesome sight. Someone could at least cover her. He stretched past her arm, reaching for a towel on the other side of the bed. The only one he could reach had blood splotches on it but he figured she wouldn’t mind. He adjusted the towel with his free hand, which hovered over her open mouth, grazing her dead lips. He struggled to re-position and get a better angle. Damn cuffed arm. His finger accidentally slipped between her rough chapped lips: her mouth was still wetly warm. Gross, gross. He twisted all the way around to get a better view and angle. His eyes locked to hers, right as they opened. 
“No!” 	
Her mouth clamped around Kale’s hand, her teeth impaling his flesh. He frantically yanked, his skin peeling away in bloody shreds. He launched off the bed, only to be tugged back hard by the cuffs. He fell, his arm straining out of its socket. He kicked back to his feet.
Erica’s body stretched off the bed. The towel slipped from her face. Her head stiffly turned around to stare at Kale. 
No, no, no! 
Kale yanked at the headboard, crying out for help. He spun around and saw a hand-axe resting by the door to the head. His hand darted forward but he never stood a chance of reaching it. His fingers kept straining, and he kept tugging. Erica leaned forward, her mouth open and hungry, bullet shells dropping from her face to the floor. I missed the freaking brain! In Kale’s humble opinion, the operation clearly had not succeeded, and he realized he’d done well shooting her. Except I missed. And I’m trapped. Erica lunged for him.
A bullet slammed into her, throwing her head back against the board of the bed. Kale spun to see Deputy Jimmy Miller in the doorway. 
“Jimmy?” The dumb bastard came through! 
Miller stepped in, gun still raised, Howard behind him. 
“Jimmy, thank God. She came back, man. I told you she would.” 
“She came back because you killed her. You couldn’t even kill her properly.” Miller stared at the slain Erica. He was about to lower the gun when he saw the bite wound on Kale’s hand. He swung the gun around to aim at Kale’s head. 
No. No. Kale raised his infected hand. “Wait, now wait.” 
“Your turn, bud.” 
Howard looked at Miller then Kale then back at Miller. “You can’t. You can’t!” 
“Stand back.” Miller shoved Howard to the doorway.
“You said you guys fixed her. Can’t you do the same for me? Come on!”
“Yeah, come on!” Howard chimed from the hall. 
Miller smiled. “Goodbye, Kale.” 
Kale shut his eyes. Killed by Jimmy Miller? A tragedy!
“Bang bang!” Miller yelled, shaking the gun around. Kale opened his eyes to the sight of Miller hunched over, roaring with laughter. “Your face was priceless!” 
“You bitch.” Kale sighed with relief and dropped to the bed. His head lowered to his leg, breathless. “You son of a bitch.” 
“Not funny, man.” Howard squirmed past Miller and went for Kale. 
“Oh, come on, guys.” Miller looked at them, his eyes hopeful. “Kinda funny?” 
“No,” they both said. 
“All right, sit tight. I’ll get the doctors.” 
Howard stared at Kale’s hand and he took a single, cautious step. Gulping, he said, “It actually happened.” 
“What actually happened?” 
“You actually got bit by a zombie.” 
“I’m so screwed, Howard. Shit.” 
Howard gulped again and scratched his greasy head. “This—this might be too much.” 
“Too much?” Kale looked up from his hand and could see the fear in his friend’s eyes. “Too much what?” 
“Too much for me to handle.” Howard took a step back. “I didn’t think this could happen.” 
“Too much for you? The other day you were stoked about a damn apocalypse!” 
Howard cringed. “I was drunk playing that game. I was drunk last night. You’ve been bit, man.”
What’s his problem? “Howie...I need you, man.” 
Howard swallowed, his eyes blinking furiously. “I—I’m going outside.” 
Kale stiffened. “Let me get this straight. You can’t stay with me right now because you’re finally realizing what a zombie apocalypse is really like?” 
Howard shrugged, a bit sheepishly. “More or less.” 
“Howard, you’re such a stupid shit.” 
“Name calling isn’t nice.” 
Kale leapt off the bed in a rage, but the handcuffs yanked his arm back. Howard rushed to the door, pausing before fleeing. “I’m sorry. I’m truly sorry.” 
“You’re sorry? I’m the one handcuffed, bitten, helpless, and you’re sorry?” Kale spat at the ground. “Listen to me and listen good. You’re a worse human being than you are a friend. Worthless is what you are, the scum between my toes. You belong on the genitals of society, stuck in the nastiest, scratchiest, crabs-filled-pube-patch there is!” 
Howard whispered, “I’m gay.” 
That would be their final conversation.



ALEC
Was only a matter of time before Kale got someone killed. 
In the past, Scot had pointed out on several occasions how Kale was delusional. Alec now realized just how delusional Kale really was. He’d taken a girl’s life with little hesitation. And for what? To be a hero? To be something special? 
Alec was reminded about how easy it’d been to lose touch with Kale after high school. He didn’t want to be around the guy, so he crawled back in the alcove to be with Nicole again. He brushed her light brown hair to the side. Her eyes opened dreamily and she whispered, “Hey, there.” 
He pressed his lips to hers, thankful to have her to keep him sane. “Let’s go outside. I can’t stand it in here anymore.” 
Nicole stretched and gave a luxurious yawn. “That deck did look pretty relaxing.” 
Alec smiled. “We might as well enjoy ourselves, right?” He pulled back but Nicole grabbed his arm. 
“Hey,” she said. 
“Yeah?” 
“You know if you want to talk about your brother, I—” 
“I love you.” Alec’s lips locked on hers again, cutting off her words. “Let’s go.” 
As they exited the alcove, Alec glanced at the motionless Jeff, who was still lost in his illness. I need you with us. 
The sun outside was bright and combined with the ocean breeze, the day felt perfect. Alec figured he should tell Howard to go see Kale, even if Alec was furious with his lost friend. So he poked Howard, who was passed out and snoring on the deck. 
“Grasshoppers and porcupines!” Howard jolted awake. 
“What were you dreaming about?” Nicole asked, smiling. 
Howard blinked at her in confusion. Her white dress was torn across her chest, exposing a great deal of cleavage and a lacy pink bra. Howard’s eyes locked on this sight. Nicole coughed to indicate her discomfort and adjusted her dress more modestly. Howard’s gaze still didn’t break. 
“You okay, buddy?” Alec tried to interrupt the creepy tension. 
Still no response. 
Alec gave up and smacked his arm. “Hey.” 
Howard shook his gaze. “Jeez, how long was I out for?” 
“You looked awake.” 
“Huh?” Howard slipped off his suit jacket and untucked his white dress shirt. He loosened his tie and looked past the couple at Deputy Miller. “Hey, what’s the skinny, deputy?” He moved past without looking at either of them, and Alec knew he was trying to avoid the awkwardness. 
“Did you see your buddy Kale yet?” Miller asked him.
Howard shrugged. “No, why?” 
“Follow me.”
Leaving them, Alec and Nicole rested together on the warm and inviting sundeck. They spooned, watching the other survivors at the white railing. 
Specialist Jon Evans, Dr. Dylan Evans, and Pat all stood side by side. Their backs were turned to the couple.
 “I’m sorry, kid. We tried,” Dylan told his nephew. 
“We had her.” Evans leaned against the railing. “We had her.” 
Dylan grabbed his shoulder. “Listen, Kale tried to do what he thought best. You can’t hold it against him.” 
Yes he can, Alec thought to himself. He wondered if they knew he and Nicole were behind them, or maybe they simply didn’t care. 
“I’m not.” Evans stared straight at the water. “I’m fine.” 
“You sure?” 
“What should I feel? I hardly knew her. I won’t cry for her.” 
Dylan pulled away, but spoke softly to his nephew. “First your team, now her. We get it, you won’t cry for anyone.” 
Evans pushed off the railing. He was finished with this conversation. “I’ll be on the bridge if anyone needs me. It’s time we head north.” They’d been floating in the same general area since last night. 
“To where?’ Pat asked. 
“Back to base, Camp Numark,” Evans called over his shoulder as he disappeared up the stairs leading in the yacht’s bridge. 
Pat kept his back against the railing, and he now saw Alec and Nicole. He gave them a quick nod of acknowledgment and then turned to Dylan. They stood close together, their arms touching. “What do you think?”
Dylan responded, “I say we follow the kid. He was a Marine.” 
“Was?” 
“Yeah, I guess he got transferred out to another division. Not sure. We don’t talk much anymore. I was hoping this trip would change that.” 
“Does he know about us?” Pat asked, his voice quiet, but the breeze carried Pat’s words right to Alec’s ears. 
Dylan smiled at Pat and placed a hand on his clean-shaven cheek. “My whole family does. What about yours?” 
Silent, Pat looked away. 
Dylan dropped his hand and gave a bitter smile. “Got it.” 
They briefly acknowledged Alec and Nicole before leaving the deck. 
“Romantic troubles.” Alec smiled before kissing Nicole’s head. Her hair was warm under the sun and despite everything, smelled pleasantly of flowers. 
“I think they’re cute together,” she said. 
Alec slid his fingers down her smooth arm and was going to take her hand to kiss it when he was interrupted by the sound of a gunshot. He sat up.
“Alec.” Nicole rose with him. 
Evans emerged from the bridge above. He looked down at them. “It came from inside,” Alec told the Marine. Evans rushed down the steps and headed for the main deck. 
Nicole looked to Alec, her eyes wide. “Are we in danger?” 
“No.” He grabbed her shoulder, hoping he was right. “We stay up here.” 
Howard soon came jogging up from the main deck, sweating and flustered. “You guys won’t believe what just happened.”
“What?” Nicole leaned forward in anticipation. 
“Kale, he, he’s bit.” 
“Is he—” 
“I think he’s fine. Bit on the hand. They’re going to operate like they did with Erica.” Howard gulped, scratched his oily hair, then wandered off aimlessly. 
Nicole spun on the lounge chair to meet Alec’s eyes. “What do we do?” 
Alec stared past her, out at sea. Keep her safe. I can’t do anything to help Kale. Nicole is what matters. His fingers touched her chin, warm from the sunshine. “We let the others handle it.”



KALE
My hand! My freaking hand! 
“Sit back. Keep calm.” Pat repeated soothingly several times. 
How can I keep calm? Kale and his hand had been through so much together. Whether it was for good, for bad, for naughty or romantic things, he loved his hand. And soon he would lose it. 
“Seriously, there’s no other way?” He kicked up on the bed but Pat shoved him down and took his hand. My hand! 
Pat forced Kale to examine. “Look at the bite mark. Look at it. See that moldy green? That gray color radiating out from the bite mark? That’s your flesh rotting. That’s you turning into one of them. I believe once that color reaches your brain, you’re one of them. I saw it on Erica’s leg. It spread from her ankle to under her knee before we took the leg. It didn’t spread after that.”
“Yeah!” Kale shrieked and lunged an inch. “It didn’t spread because you cut her damn leg off!” 
Deputy Miller stepped to the bed with his stupid orange head. “I can put a bullet in your brain, like I did to her, if you want.”
“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” Kale snapped, furious. He would, the sick bastard. 
“In your own words, Kale, meh.” Miller chuckled at his own joke. 
Kale turned to Pat. “Does he really have to be here?” 
“He’s damage control.” Pat nodded at Miller’s pistol. 
“But it’s my
hand.” 
Miller toyed with his holster. “Either we take the hand or we take your head. Your choice.” 
“Screw you, Jimmy!” Kale tried to lunge forward again. Pat shoved him back down to the bed. 
“Enough!” Doc Dylan scratched his beard impatiently. “Deputy, will you please watch from the corner?” 
Miller grunted in assent, snickered one last time at Kale, and then plopped on a stool. He crossed his legs, picked up a magazine and began to hum as he flipped through the pages. 
Kale couldn’t believe his eyes and wanted to rip the man’s face off. 
Dylan sighed and told the deputy to quit humming. He then went to the dresser, grabbed two alcohol bottles, and returned to Kale. “These should help numb the pain. Vodka or tequila?” 
Kale’s frantic eyes shot from one bottle to the other. “Vodka. No. Tequila. Wait no, vodka. Screw it, give me both!” 
“You sure?” 
“You’re taking my hand, man!” 
Dylan handed him the vodka bottle first. Kale rushed it to his lips and chugged it down. Numb me. Make me pass out. Or better yet, sterilize the infection. Is it an infection? What the hell is it?
Who is to blame? The government? Modern medicine? Aliens? Deep-sea creatures? Talking apes? All these thoughts turned through Kale’s head as he switched from one bottle to the next. He coughed several times, his throat burning. Vodka then tequila. Vodka. Tequila. Vodka. Tequila. Tequila. Tequila. He leaned over, grabbing his stomach and choked. Spit and tequila dripped from his mouth, his face dark red in color. 
“Well, you gotta keep it down or it won’t work!” Miller chortled and slapped his thigh. 
“Get. Him. Out of here!” Kale pushed on the bed for leverage, wanting to punch Miller, but both doctors grabbed him. Specialist Evans helped pin him. Evans was the fourth-to-last person Kale wanted to see, right behind Alec, Howard, and Jimmy Miller. I hate everyone. EVERYONE. 
Pat took the vodka bottle from Kale and poured the liquor on the blade of the axe, disinfecting it. He’d already rinsed it clean of Erica’s blood and flesh. 
Dylan sat on the bed by Kale’s side, holding a tightly rolled wet shirt. “You need to bite on this.” 
“I’m not hungry,” Kale said and laughed. His body felt warmer and his head was light and ready to float off his shoulders. He heaved a couple times, grabbed the shirt and waited to stick it in his mouth. 
Pat knelt by Kale’s infected hand. He stretched Kale’s arm across a nightstand, placing it flat on the wood. Without looking back, he said to Miller, “Help hold him down.” 
Kale wondered where Evans had gone. One minute he was there, the next he was out. He probably can’t stand the sight of my face. He probably wants to shoot me like Jimmy does. How I hate Jimmy! 
“Bite down,” Dylan ordered. 
Kale cringed and sank his teeth into the wet fabric. Don’t look. Don’t look.
He looked, and his eyes shot wide at the sight of Pat as he lifted the hand-axe over the wound. He glanced at Kale. “You’ll be fine.” 
Kale spat the shirt out. “Wait!” 
“Ah, damn!” Miller threw his hands up and pushed off the bed. 
“We have to do this, Kale. We have to take your hand.” 
“I know.” Kale turned to Dylan. “But first, more tequila.” 
Dylan stayed in place and looked to Pat. 
With his free hand, Kale grabbed the doc’s shirt. “Now.” 
Dylan snagged the half-empty bottle off the ground and shoved it to Kale’s healthy hand. Drain it, he told himself. And he did. The bottle rolled off his fingers, dropping to the ground. 
A long, burning burp singed its way off Kale’s lips. He wiped his mouth and grabbed the wet t-shirt. Before biting down, he looked hard and long at Pat and said, “Take the hand.” 
Dylan and Miller locked Kale in place. His bitten arm was extended off the bed and placed flat over the nightstand. Kale kept his eyes closed, but he knew when Pat lifted the axe, and he knew the doc was about to strike. He opened his eyes and forced himself to watch. The axe blade hovered above his wrist. Pat was still, concentrating, aiming for his target. Kale quivered in place, held tight by the others. The first swing is coming. Keep watching.
Earn your punishment. Earn it, you damn coward!
Pat swung the axe down.
Blood splashed across Kale’s face. 
Pat swung again. 
Bone crunched underneath blade. 
Pat swung again.
The alcohol had done nothing. He felt everything. White-hot blinding pain burned through Kale’s body. The wet t-shirt fell from his gasping mouth.
Pat swung again. 
Kale’s lips broke open, his body convulsing. Dylan and Miller fought to keep him down. He frantically swung his face from side to side. 
A stubborn sliver of bone and skin still kept the limb attached. Why is it taking so long?! God, why? 
Pat swung again. 
As the axe crunched into the nightstand, Kale’s body twisted and turned, and a throat-shredding scream tore from his mouth. The cabin spun like a vicious tornado. Eyes rolling back, he spasmed, and his mind wandered off to another time, another place. He welcomed the respite, even hoped it went somewhere kinder.




 
eight years earlier



THEM
Alec clenched his fist, tensing for the sound of another scream, waiting to verify he was sane. The forest twirled, but he stood still, waiting. 
Scot stepped to Kale. “What the hell was that?” 
“Okay, listen, this might sound ridiculous but bear with me.” 
“Spill it,” said Scot. 
“Just listen.” He took a deep breath. “You guys know about that kidnapper guy, obviously. That shit never happens in Green Hills.” 
Jeff scratched his pudgy arm. “What about him?”
“I have reason to believe he’s taking the kidnapped kids out here.” 
Alec stared at Scot. Scot stared at Jeff. Jeff stared at Kale. No one spoke. I should say something. They need my guidance. But what? 
Scot cleared his throat. “Let me get this straight. You think a dangerous criminal is out here, and your brain goes, Hey, I should take my best friends there?” 
“No. My brain is saying let’s do something good. Let’s save some kids.” 
“Please say something,” Scot implored Alec. “I have nothing else.” 
Alec ignored him, moving to Kale. “What makes you think he’s out here?” 
Kale glanced away, his voice quiet. “I got a guy.” 
“You got a guy?” 
“All right, fine. Jimmy Miller told me. And if you really think about it, where else would these kids be? We’re talking about Green Hills here.” 
“I changed my mind, I do have something else to say,” interjected Scot. “You actually listened to Jimmy Miller of all people? We paid that guy $6 to put peanut butter on his—” 
“I know!” Kale raised a hand to cut off that line of conversation. “I know Jimmy is dumb but, come on, guys, let’s take a chance on some mystery.” 
“I’m in,” Alec announced. And just as expected, Scot’s jaw dropped. 
Jeff’s fingers still dug at his own arm, now picking furiously at a scab. “Really?” 
“Listen, the guy has been taking what, six-year-olds? He’s not after us. We are out here. We heard that scream. We can help.” Alec looked to Kale. “Lead the way.” 
Kale nodded, fighting to restrain a wide grin. 
“You guys are insane.” Scot grabbed Jeff. “And you’re making Homer pick at his skin again.” 
Jeff’s hand retracted from the scab as he flushed in embarrassment. “Oops.” 
Alec turned to all of them. “What do we always say, guys? We look after one another. We stick together. We do this and we leave as four.” 
Scot hesitated. “I asked Kelsey out today, finally. I’d really like to see that through.” 
Alec smiled, slapping his arm in congratulations. “Good for you, buddy. I promise you’ll have that date. You think I’d risk never seeing Nicole again?” 
She has a little sister. If someone wants the children in Green Hills, this guy has to be stopped. I won’t let harm come to Nicole’s family. 
Scot shook his head, mumbling, “Whatever.” 
Alec’s eyes landed on Kale. “You ready?” 
Kale unleashed the grin. “I was born for this.” 
As they traveled deeper in the woods, the sky turned grey and fog thickened around trees. Wind became biting and its cold breath wrapped around them as they walked. Kale led with Scot close behind him. Alec and Jeff followed a few feet back. They cut through brush, heading deeper in the woods, heading in the direction of the scream . . . clueless.
Kale tracked back a couple steps to walk next to Scot. “So, you finally asked Kelsey out, huh?” 
Scot nodded. 
“Did she say yes?” 
“Yeah, she did.” Scot smiled at the memory.
“Surprising, but good for you.” 
“Why is that surprising?” 
“No, I mean—” Kale shrugged. “I mean, I’m just surprised it finally happened, is all.” 
“Right.” 
“I’m happy for you.” 
“Really? Because your tone says otherwise.” 
Alec sped up to walk with them. “Hey, guys, we have bigger things to worry about right now. Let’s focus.” 
Scot stopped. “Even if we find him, what the hell do we do?” 
“We find the spot. Then call the police. We don’t do anything else.” Alec looked at Kale. “Agreed?” 
“Agreed.” 
“I’m so glad you guys thought this out,” sniped Scot in his sarcastic tone. He hadn’t always been so sarcastic. Growing up, Scot had usually been the shyest one. Only in high school did he break from his shell. And with his increased confidence came increased sarcasm. But Alec still saw him as the skinny, shy kid. 
They kept moving. The conversation returned to the topic of Kelsey. 
“So are you excited for your date?” Kale asked Scot. 
“Yes.” 
“Where are you taking her?” 
Although trying to focus on his surroundings, Scot gave in to Kale. “I’m not sure yet.”
“Ha. Good work, kid.” 
Alec squinted through trees and fog, swore he saw something—a black spec. 
It vanished. 
At the same moment, Scot stopped walking. “Kale, why do you care?” 
“I’m asking as your friend. Is that a crime?” 
“When you sound jealous, yeah, it is.” 
Fog thickened, becoming a blinding barrier, wrapping densely around the trees and along the ground. Alec felt an ominous chill, and his bones wanted to shake but he fought to stay still, to stay strong. 
Kale laughed. “Jealous? Why would I be jealous?” 
“Fuck me,” Jeff whispered to Alec. Wow, he dropped the F-bomb. They both stopped as Kale and Scot kept walking, still arguing. 
“What, Jeff?” 
“Thought I saw something over...there!” He shot a finger down the hill, pointing through the gray blanket of fog hugging the trees. 
“I don’t know, Kale,” said Scot, unaware the others had stopped. “How about you tell me why you’re jealous?” 
“I swear I’m not!” 
Alec yelled at them to shut up and they finally dropped the conversation. All four pairs of eyes followed the line of Jeff’s pointing finger. 
“I don’t see anything. Damn these new contacts.” Scot blinked rapidly, trying to bring his vision into focus. 
I see it. Alec grabbed Scot’s head, aiming it down the hill. Rolling fog cleared for a moment, revealing a dark figure stalking through the forest. 
“What the hell is that?” Scot’s voice shook. 
“More importantly, what’s he carrying?”
Alec knew. His eyes focused only on the brown bag the figure dragged along the ground. The brown bag had someone in it. 
Someone the size of a kid. 
 
Kale jittered in place, excitement shooting through him. We found him. Holy shit, we actually found the kidnapper. 	
The four of them were up on a small hill, crouched behind some bushes, spying on the kidnapper below them. He was a man, covered in a black cloak, a hood over his face. He was standing in place, not moving at all. Clouds of fog rolled behind him. He still had the brown bag containing (most-likely) a kid. 
“What the hell is he doing?” Kale whispered, feeling Jeff scoot back. 
“I really don’t like this.” 
“Yeah, of all the dumb stuff we’ve done, this easily takes the top.” Scot pulled back with Jeff.
Pussies. This is the opportunity of a lifetime. 
The cloaked figure abruptly dropped the brown bag and darted off in the fog, vanishing before their eyes. 
“He saw us?” Scot retreated some more. “Holy shit, I think he—” 
Kale rushed up, slapping a hand against his mouth. “If he hasn’t, he sure as hell will hear you.” 
Scot swallowed, more of a gulp, and quieted down. Kale let him go. 
“Damn.” Alec rose from his crouch, faced the others, turning his back to the clearing where the cloaked figure had stood moments earlier. “Okay, you guys stay here. I’ll see if I can get a better view.” 
Kale grabbed his wrist. “Wait.” Down the hill, the rolling fog covered the body bag, creeping its way toward the friends’ hiding spot. “Forget a better view. Let’s grab the kid in the bag and get out of here.” 
Alec smiled at him with that crazy smile he sometimes wore. “You all stay put.” He shoved through the brush and went down the hill before anyone could stop him, disappearing into the grey fog. 
“I don’t believe this. I really can’t believe this.” Scot confronted Kale. “You just got Alec killed.” 
“He’s gonna be okay.” 
 Jeff cupped his hands around his mouth. “Alec!”
“Homer, damn!” Kale tugged at his arm. “You want to give us away?” His heart dropped when there came from deep within the fog the sound of a snapping branch. 
“Alec?” Jeff whispered hoarsely. 
Another snap, nearer to them. 
Jeff, Kale, and Scot huddled together. “I hate you, Kale,” whispered Scot. “I hate you so much right now.” 
You’ll see, this will turn into a marvelous thing. 
Another snap, even closer. 
They backed away from the brush, staring straight ahead, waiting for another branch to snap. 
Scot pulled away. “Screw this!” He tensed, preparing to spring away, when a shape lunged from the fog. 
Alec raised his arms over his head, waving them around, mock wailing, “Boo!” 
Jeff slammed back. 
Kale stayed frozen. 
Scot said, “You have got to be kidding me.” 
Alec grabbed his stomach, laughing. “The look on your faces — sorry, bros, I had to do it.” 
Kale joined Alec’s laughter. “That was priceless.” And reckless. The price of comedy. 
Scot helped Jeff up. “We are out of here. Right, Homer?”
Jeff nodded quickly, the movement causing his chubby cheeks to jiggle. 
Alec shrugged. “Look, I can’t find that body through this damn foggy mess.” He glanced back at the moving grey wall of thick fog right behind him. “I say we cut our losses and—” 
A long arm snaked from the fog, and a gloved hand wrapped around Alec’s face, and one swift tug took Alec from their sight. 
Kale, Scot, and Jeff were anchored, frozen in shock, at least until they heard Alec’s scream. 
“Alec!” Scot shoved past Jeff, and Kale and darted off in to the grey. 
Not knowing what to think, Kale looked wide-eyed at Jeff, who gulped and nodded. 
They followed. 
 
The trees were a blur as Scot’s feet flew across the ground. His hands chopped in front of him, and he panted to gain momentum. 
I’m the fastest of us four. Run. Damn it, Run! 
The dark cloak was mere yards ahead of him, Alec dangling over its shoulder. I’m coming, Alec. I got you. Although terrified, Scot wouldn’t leave his friend in danger. If only they’d all left when they had the chance. So he pushed himself harder, ignoring the burning ache in his chest and the cramps in his legs. Closing in on the kidnapper, the figure grew larger. And larger. It stood a foot-and–a-half taller than Scot, and he began to regret his decision to run headlong after it into the forest. But he kept pushing to go faster, not sure what his move would be if he caught up to them. 
Scot wasn’t sure whether the kidnapper could hear him or was simply choosing to ignore him. A rushing of energy sent Scot into turbo mode, and he was only a few feet behind Alec. He reached for his friend, fingertips straining to graze Alec’s shirt. 
The kidnapper halted, becoming a stone wall. 
Scot flew at the cloaked figure, bounced off, fell hard on his back, knocking the breath out of him. He rolled in the dirt, struggling to regain his feet while leaves and dirt clung to him. As he flailed about, his right hand landed on a black boot. He paused, looked up. I’m dead, he told himself. Most of the man’s face was covered by the black hood, save for the hint of a grey beard fluffing out from underneath the shadow.
The hood lifted.
Run, run damn it. But he couldn’t. He was cemented, but not from fear or shock. Instead, it was the kidnapper’s eyes that held him in place—eyes shrouded in darkness. What should be white was engulfed in black. Such lifeless eyes they dug through Scot’s own, searching for his soul. What are you? What the hell are you?
A massive fist swung into Scot’s face. 
 
Jeff stumbled, fighting to catch his breath. He searched the surrounding fog, lost and alone. He fought to keep moving, fought to find his friends. They need me. Why am I so fat and slow? I’m strong. They need me! 
Jeff found the strength to push forward, breaking off the ground and charging at the grey fog, not knowing what direction to take. And as he made it past the closest tree, a branch swung for his face. He evaded the attack, not with an impressive dodge, but by a clumsy trip. The branch grazed the top of his head. Crashing in the dirt, he rolled over, staring at the kidnapper above him. He quivered. Fight, Homer, fight! He heard Kale’s voice, just like when they played video games. Fight! 
A gloved hand shot around Jeff’s neck. Long fingers tightened. Jeff squirmed and kicked, and then grabbing his attacker’s arm with both hands, fought to shake free. Why am I so fat? Why wasn’t I faster? His breaths vanishing, his kicks slowed, and his fight died, and he hated himself for not being a stronger runner. 
 
Searching for anything to guide him, all Kale saw were trees and fog and more trees and more fog. He panted against a tree. Damn, Scot is fast. Spinning around in circles, he looked for Jeff. 
A distant scream ran a shiver down Kale’s spine. He sprinted for it, knowing he got his friends into this mess, knowing he had to get them out. After pushing himself to a limit he didn’t even know he was capable of, he stumbled several times in exhaustion, pressed against trees to stay upright and remain in the battle. 
When Kale stopped running, he dropped his arms to his sides. They dangled uselessly against his legs before his knees fell to dirt. His head aching, his mind numb, he stared at the never-ending fog. 
Another scream, but this time Kale recognized Alec’s voice. Get up, asshole. Get up, he told himself. They need me. Kale lunged to his feet. Forgetting every ache and every pain, he ran. He ran for them, ran for his dreams, ran to end a nightmare he’d forced his way into. Flying past trees, past bushes, past— 
Kale’s feet suddenly had no traction and he ran on nothing. His body weightless, he fell out of the fog and tumbled down a steep hill. He spun every which way possible, rolling end over end through dirt and leaves. Swinging his hands aimlessly, he hoped to grab something to slow his fall. 
Nothing. 
A dirt patch on the side of the road broke his face open. Dirt stuck to his lips as he choked in agony. My friends. I have to help them. Get up. He fought to stand but an aching pain weighed him down, so he crawled with shaking limbs, reaching the cement road. Two headlights swung around a bend. He weakly raised an arm, tried to wave. 
The truck didn’t slow down. 
Adrenaline kicked in harder. Kale pushed to his feet, waving like a frantic maniac for a couple seconds, then threw himself off the road to dodge the truck.
The truck slammed to a stop, just short of Kale. A man wearing a trucker hat hopped out, exclaiming upon seeing Kale, “Jesus, bro, look at this kid.” The man rushed to Kale, looking him in the face as he groaned. “What happened to you?” 
“My friends...” Kale’s head wobbled to face the man. “We have to save them.”
 
The cloaked man dragged Scot through dirt. 
Jeff was next to him, miserable, eyes dazed. Their bodies bumped up and down with each step the cloaked man took. Scot tried to look past the man, tried to find help, safety, salvation. Then he saw it. 
In the distance, Alec’s body was slumped against a brick wall. 
A prison. A dungeon. 
A well.




 
eight years later



SCOT 
On one side of the Pacific Coast Highway were steep cliffs overlooking ocean. On the other side were various mountains, valleys, and sometimes, lovely restaurants. 
The ride was silent, but Scot could tell someone wanted to speak. Something. Anything. 
Five passengers, they were headed north in a Suburban. Their driver, Nasir, kept his eyes steady and to himself. He neatly dodged the occasional crashed or abandoned car. For the most part, the highway was clear. Once in a while there would be a stumbler or sprinter on the side of the road, a nice decayed change in scenery. 
Sitting in the car, thoughts raced through Scot’s mind. Nasir was at the top of the list. What does he want with me? Does he want anything at all? His hand lay flat and awkward on the leather of the car seat, inches from Kelsey. She was close to him, physically, but felt as distant as their two years apart. 
Sadie was in front of her, playing with her blunt bangs and staring vacantly at the mountainside. Scot figured she was deep in dark thoughts. 
Behind them all was CJ. He made the most noise. He was constantly fidgeting and playing with the baseball hat covering his shaggy brown hair. He was the first to break the silence. “Damn, still no service.” He held his cracked phone, sliding a finger across its touchscreen.
“Waiting for an important call?” Scot stretched his arm on the middle seat. 
“No, I was hoping to tweet about this.” 
“Jesus, tweet what?” 
“#zombieapocalypse, bro.” 
“Unbelievable.” 
“What?” 
“At a time like this, you’re thinking about Twitter. Heck, no need for zombies, we were doomed from the start by you technophiles.” 
CJ shook his shaggy hair out of his eyes. “I don’t know what you mean by technophile, so I’m going to ignore it.” 
“Fair enough.” As Scot turned, he took a sidelong look at Kelsey. Her arms were scratched but still lovely and her skin was lightly kissed by the sun, giving her a healthy glow. One of her tank top straps had ripped but she’d taped it together before leaving Green Hills. Out of habit, his eyes wandered down her slender body to her long legs hugged tightly by jean shorts. A bandage was taped across her thigh. A small spot of blood had soaked through. “You okay?” 
Kelsey turned from the window. “Depends on what okay means.” 
Scot pointed. “I mean your leg.” 
“Oh, yeah, cut it on some glass last night. Nasir bandaged me up.” 
I probably should’ve noticed earlier. “Does that guy save everyone?”
“He saved your butt.” Kelsey nudged him playfully without looking at him. His face was inches from her ear. Her smell, that smell he’d always craved, blessed him, masking out the rotten stench the world now wore. Either that, or it was the Suburban’s strangely effective air freshener. 
Tension crawled over Kelsey’s body. Tell her something good. Tell her— 
The moment was broken by CJ huffing from the back seat. “And I was so close to getting my brown belt.” 
Scot sat straight and looked back at CJ. “What, you took Taekwondo? I used to take lessons.” 
“No, man. Brown belt, you know? Like get with a Mexican chick. Well, any kind of Latina really.” 
Scot chuckled, hoping Kelsey didn’t hear it. She did, of course, being right next to him. Sadie also heard and twisted in the front seat to look back at everyone. “I have my brown belt,” she announced. 
CJ grinned, leaning sharply forward between Scot and Kelsey. “Marry me.” Sadie cocked her head in confusion as CJ cleared his throat, embarrassed. “I mean, I mean that’s cool. I have my blue belt.” 
“What’s blue?”
“Jewish.” 
“What about green?” 
“Irish.” 
“Yellow?” 
“Asian.” 
“And black?” 
“Self-explanatory. Just like white.” 	
Kelsey joined in. “What about red?” 
“Indian. Any kind of Indian, really. Navajo Indian or India Indian.” He pointed at Nasir. “No offense.” 
The old man ignored him. 
“Okay,” said Scot, “what about orange?” 
“Oompa Loompa.” 
Sadie shifted in her seat, and to Scot’s surprise, was fully engaged in the conversation. “Ooompa Loompa?” 
“Yeah, like a person who fake tans, spray tans or whatever. Their skin is orange.” 
Scot caught Kelsey’s eye and smiled. “How has he survived this long?” 
Kelsey laughed. “Okay, I got you now, CJ. What’s a purple belt?” 
CJ rubbed his hands and grinned again. “Ah, the elusive purple belt. The toughest of all...” his voice drifted off. 
“Well?” Sadie prompted with a jerk of her chin. 
“The purple belt, my friends, this belt is awarded to anyone who can bed someone of the opposite sexual orientation. Or, put another way, a gay, a homo, a butt pirate, a carpet munch-” 
“Enough.” Sadie’s interest dwindled. “You’re ridiculous.” She kept looking at him though. “How many belts do you have?”” 
“Three,” CJ declared. 
“Damn, kid, how old are you?” 
“Seventeen.” 
“Oh, so you’re full of shit,” laughed Scot. 
CJ shrugged. “Believe what you want, bro. How many belts do you have?” 
Scot’s mouth opened but he paused. 
“Spill it, Scotty.” Sadie relished his discomfort. He wouldn’t say in front of Kelsey — she was his first belt, his first everything. The number had grown rapidly since he’d left her. 
He cleared his throat. “A gentleman does not kiss and tell.” 
Sadie snorted in disbelief. “You, a gentleman?” 
Scot was ready for a scathing rejoinder when Kelsey brushed his hand with hers. “Don’t be shy. I don’t mind.” 
CJ touched her shoulder. “Why would you mind? By the way, you look like you might be a green belt or maybe a-” 
Brakes squealed as the Suburban screeched to a sudden stop. CJ hadn’t been wearing a seat belt and flew from the back and crashed against Nasir’s seat, falling into Scot’s lap. 
Scot had stretched his own arm out to protect Kelsey when the car jerked to a stop. She glanced at his arm, and then followed his gaze to the road. 
Dead end. 
 
If I survive this, if I make it through this hell, I swear I will change. I know I can change. Just let me survive this. The zombies were one thing. The death of his girlfriend was one thing. But heights? A whole different game. Unacceptable. He took one quick glance at the crater in the highway, ripped open like the letter C, as if a creature had taken a massive chomp out of the asphalt. He couldn’t tell how far the drop down was, or what caused it. An unnaturally large shark? He couldn’t examine long enough to make an educated guess. 
Jelly in his wobbling legs, Scot almost fell over as he stood on a wrecked school bus which blocked the highway. The overturned bus had inadvertently saved them from a trip down shark-bit mountain, however, and as he
stared back at the Suburban, he swore its open white doors were inviting him to get in and turn the other way. 
But leave her? Not an option. 
CJ had his baseball bat tucked between his backpack and body, and was the first of their group to lower off the bus, landing on less than a foot of the crumbling highway. Scot had to give the teen some credit. Beyond his immaturity and crassness, hidden reserves of courage showed life. Or maybe that’s the immaturity. 
The remaining highway was barely wide enough for them to wrap around the crater and continue on. But where are we even going? North, yes, but where? Scot was finding his decision to leave Green Hills more foolish with every passing hour. 
Nasir and CJ helped Sadie down next. 
“What could’ve done this?” Sadie asked CJ, indicating the destroyed highway. 
“Maybe a bomb?”
She sighed and grabbed CJ’s gangly arm. 
A sea breeze gently tousled Nasir’s grey curls as he grabbed Scot’s shoulder. The two men and Kelsey were still on the overturned bus. “Ready?” 
Hell no. He stepped next to Kelsey. “Ladies first.” 
Nasir snorted like a lion, hiding a small smile. Wait, do lions snort? He turned to Kelsey, who flashed a bright smile at both men. 
“You really need to get over your fear of heights,” she poked Scot. 
His mouth broke wide and he leaned back to release his routine self-mocking chuckle. “Fear of heights? Me? That’s funny. When do you start your comedy tour?” 
Both Kelsey and Nasir ignored him and soon she was off the bus. Scot stepped forward, his legs shaking. He felt weak and dizzy. The Suburban. Turn back. Get in. Go. Kelsey...no, just go. But he kept walking, weak step after weak faltering step. 
“You’ll be fine.” Nasir stood an inch taller than Scot. 
Scot was miserable. “Can I get that in writing?” 
“No, but you have my word.” 
Such a serious voice. He figured this was as good time as any to ask, “What do you really want with me?”
“What do you mean?” 
“You took me up to that roof for a reason. You wanted something.” 
Nasir’s face was an impassive stone Scot found impossible to read. “We have to keep moving.” 
“Listen, I’m not taking another step until you tell me what -” 
“I was sent to find you and take you north. That is all.” Nasir clenched his hand around Scot’s arm and forced him closer to the bus’s edge. “Now go. It’s not safe here.” 
“Yeah, no shit.” Scot huffed and landed next to Kelsey on the treacherous path. They stood on the remaining highway, his toes mere inches from slipping off into nothing. He guessed it was a 50-yard gash in the middle of the highway, completely gutting the road. Like I really know. 
“Don’t look down,” Kelsey whispered, smiling. 
After hearing those words, Scot couldn’t help but look down. Waves crashed against rocks far below. Smashed cars and mangled bodies were tossed around by the water. He jerked from the edge and pressed his back against the bus. He closed his eyes, raising his head and tried to get some air. He breathed harshly, his chest heaving. The mantra ran through his head: We leave as four. We leave as four. We - 
Her touch slowed his panic. Warm fingers wrapped around his. He opened his eyes to the green calm of her gaze. “I won’t let you fall,” she whispered. 
And her words spoke truth. 
The five survivors made it across the divide and continued along the Pacific Coast Highway on foot. Nasir lead, with CJ and Sadie right behind him. 
Scot glanced back at the overturned bus, realizing his hand was still wrapped in Kelsey’s. How long? They stared at each other for a second before breaking away. Scot cleared his throat, mumbling, “Thanks for that.” 
“Anytime.” 
As Kelsey caught up to Sadie, Scot scanned her slender body and his eyes locked to her ass. He’d always claimed himself ‘protector of her ass.’ And he missed touching her, not only there, but everywhere. He tried to keep his mind clean, but his eyes refused to detach from the sight of her cute butt. I just want to hold it, protect it. He shook off his thoughts and laughed, jogging up to CJ. The girls were walking a few yards ahead of him now. Nasir was far ahead in the lead, his sniper rifle strapped to his back, looking like an old badass. But who sent him for me? Who wants me?
“Okay, it’s us guys now. Spill it,” said CJ. 
“Spill what?” 
“Your belts, dude, your belts. I like a good belt count and hell, it beats focusing on this crap-fest.” 
Scot figured he would entertain the kid. “Okay.” 
“Sweet.” 
“Don’t tell anyone.” 
“Dude. The Belt Bible. Rule number 3 says, ‘Never disclose accomplishments of any fellow belt wearer unless given permission by said belt wearer, but upon death, all material accomplishments may be disclosed.” 
Scot paused. “You’re making this up. Right?” 
“Nope. I’ll show you the Belt Bible later. Got it in my pack.” 
Scot continued. “Right, whatever.” 
“So, tell me.” 
“You tell me your three first.” 
“Sure. Blue, green and black. Your turn.” 
Up ahead, Kelsey laughed at something Sadie had said. She wouldn’t be able to hear Scot. Not that he should care, but he did. And he hesitated. 
CJ wouldn’t have it. “I bared my belts to you, bro. Don’t leave me hanging beltless like this. Or are you scared I’ve done better?” 
Maybe it was pride or maybe it was to shut the teen up, maybe he realized he was no better than CJ, but Scot caved in to his demands. “Fine. Fine. I have all of the belts except for purple.” 
CJ stopped dead in his tracks. His eyes were wide, shining with admiration. “You’re telling me you’ve almost achieved the title of Master Notcher?” 
“Shit, kid, I hope I wasn’t like this at your age.” No, I became pathetic and selfish later on in life. 
“That - that’s amazing. I mean, I thought I was good. So do you think you’ll go for it?” 
“Go for what?” 
“The last belt.”
“Purple belt?” 
“Yeah, the purple belt.”
Scot’s answer was final: “No.” 
“No?” 
“No.” 
“But you’re so close, dude.” 
“Yeah, well...” Scot’s gaze stuck on Kelsey, and everything else faded from his view. “The next belt I buckle is the belt I marry.” 
 
After an hour of walking, Nasir called for a halt and pointed ahead at a long restaurant tucked against the mountain, right off the coastal highway. Motorcycles cluttered the dirt lot, some parked neatly and some knocked over. There was one car. “Let’s rest in here for the night,” he stated, leading the group to the wooden front porch. He inched to the door, guarded in every step. CJ rushed to the door’s side and adopted a swinging stance, holding his bat, Bashing Betty, high. 
Nasir gave two hard knocks at the door. It was quick to creak open, and a young woman’s face poked out. She eyed CJ then Nasir. “You bit?” she demanded.
“No, ma’am. I have five others with me. None are bit.” 
“You sure?” 
“Yes, I promise.”
The young woman nodded curtly. “Fine. What do you want?” 
“We are on our way north, looking for a safe place to rest. We won’t be in your way long.” 
“I see. Well, come in. We have six others here. None bit.” 
“Inside,” Nasir ordered the group. 
CJ let Sadie enter then followed behind her. Kelsey paused in the doorway and turned back to Scot, who lingered on the wooden steps leading to the restaurant’s deck. “You coming?” 
“Of course.” I’d rather keep moving, but hell, what do I know? 
“What are you waiting for?” She looked beautiful standing in the doorway, her hair moving with the ocean breeze. Kiss me. 
“I’ll be right in.” He let an insecure laugh escape. She nodded and entered the restaurant, leaving him outside alone. 
Looking back at the horizon, Scot wondered about Alec, Jeff, and even Kale. He wasn’t sure why, but thoughts of that fateful day when they were stupid kids in high school shadowed his mind. He tried to shake them off. Every day, every night, I fight them. The memories never leave.



SADIE 
The back patio of the restaurant was covered by a light blue tarp. An occasional breeze caused it to flap above them. She and Kelsey were alone, friend seated across from friend at a plastic green table. 
Sadie reached over the table and grabbed Kelsey’s hand. “How are you doing?” Kelsey was paler than usual. Tired. Defeated. Sadie hated seeing her this way. 
“I want it to end.” 
“So do I. At least we can hide here for now. There’s food. Drinks. Shelter. We can wait it out.” 
“What if it never ends?” 
How do I answer that? She usually had an answer for any question Kelsey posed. She loved her friend and would do anything for her, but Kelsey was quite simple-minded in a sense. “All we can do is stick together and survive. Right?” 
Kelsey nodded with some hesitation. 
That nod. There is something else. “You’re thinking about Scot?” 
“I mean, what are the chances of us ending up together last night? Do you think it’s a sign?” 
Sadie dismissed this. “I think we lived in a small town. Jeff went looking for him. The chances were good.” 
“I know you hate him, Sadie.” She retracted her hand. “But a part of me will always love him, no matter how dumb he acts.” 
He’s not dumb. He’s selfish. All Scot cares about is Scot. “I get that. And I will have your back no matter what.” Meaning I will protect you from him, if need be. 
Kelsey flashed a smile that showed some more life. “I’m lucky you’re here.”
“As am I.” 
One day this would all pass and things would return to normal. Kelsey would end up with Scot. Scot would end up drunk, finding some way to break her heart. And Sadie would be there to put it back together. With the Dark Dragon over her shoulder, she’d be there to punish him.
After some small talk, they went back inside the restaurant, Neptune’s Retreat. It had a reputation as a biker bar and had received raving reviews for its service, food, and general beach-themed atmosphere. It was a big tourist spot for those visiting the Malibu area. Well, it used to be a tourist spot. Now it’s a big spot for death walker food. She had been to Neptune’s Retreat once as a kid and hated the whole experience. The crowds. The heat. The claustrophobia. She never thought she would return. 
The first survivor they met at the restaurant was the bartender Jacky. Several years older than Sadie, she had red hair that scorched her shoulders. Gorgeous. Sadie had thought numerous times of dyeing her dark hair red. But she never did. No point now. 
Jacky was friendly enough. At first, Sadie had thought her careless for welcoming a bunch of strangers. Of course, not everyone should be over-cautious assholes during the apocalypse. Jacky’s barback was also there. Sadie didn’t catch his name but he looked exactly like Patrick Swayze in Point Break.
They sat on stools at a tall table in the bar area. The windows were all shut, making the room quite dark, but several lit Tiki torches provided an orange glow. Kelsey took a seat next to Scot at the end of the table and Sadie placed herself at her side. The others at the table were Jacky and CJ, who tried his hardest to charm Jacky. Adorable in a pathetic way, Sadie thought. 
The barback arrived with a tray of waters and she learned his name. Talon. Of course. He was wearing a tank top that hugged his ripped upper body. He had a gorgeous tan, but Sadie figured if a death walker didn’t get him, skin cancer eventually would. The price of looking ‘good.’ But Talon didn’t seem like a guy who went outside with the intention of tanning, seemed to have no care about his physical appearance, seemed the type to simply love life, even with the dead swarming the world. 
Scot chugged his water quicker than he should have, leaving himself with an empty glass. I thirst too, but I’ll preserve every sip. 
Another survivor approached the table. He was an older man, his red and grey curly hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. An acoustic guitar was strapped to his back. Scot leaned into Kelsey and Sadie, whispering, “I swear if he starts singing, I’ll let the zombies eat me.” 
Kelsey laughed. Sadie wished he would indeed sacrifice himself to the death walkers. She gave a slight smile, though, because the one thing she did tolerate about Scot was the fact he hated other people almost as much as she did. 
The man with the acoustic guitar waved a casual hand and gave off a less-than-appealing smile. “Hello, traveling friends.” His voice was breathy and creepy. “I am Oderly. Welcome to our—” 
“Shut up, Oderly,” Jacky snapped. “You’ll scare everyone off.” 
Oderly sighed, puffing out his lips. A recent scab bisected his lower lip. He brought his guitar to the front and gently tickled its strings. “As long as I have you, my sweet Moonjava,” he whispered. 
“Ignore him,” Jacky said. “Talon found him wandering outside, high off his ass.” 
“Jacky, man, he seemed cool enough.” Talon put out a hand, requesting calm. “He’s a lost soul like the rest of us.” 
Oderly bowed to Talon. “Namaste, brother.” 
Hippies. We are hiding with hippies. Sadie had done yoga on several occasions and understood the appeal of it, but she could never take it seriously. She preferred running. Fast. Long distances. Sweating it all away. But that was her secret. After all, she had to maintain her thin ‘goth’ appearance. Just thinking of that word made her ill. Embracing the dark does not mean I’m goth. 
Oderly went to the main restaurant area, took a seat with two other survivors. He began to hum and strummed Moonjava. The other survivors both got up and went out to the back patio where Sadie had been at earlier. Oderly sang to himself. Sadie found him quite amusing, as long as he didn’t sing to her. 
The final survivor in the restaurant was an enormous man who wore large reflective sunglasses on his shaved head, a gold necklace, and a blue shirt with cut-off sleeves that revealed his hulking arms. He could take out a death walker, or five. 
“You look familiar,” Scot mused, looking at him closely. 
The man took a sip of cucumber water and shrugged. “I get that a lot.” 
“No, you really look familiar. I’ve seen you somewhere.” 
“I’m telling you, I’m nothing special.” Ice rattled in his glass. 
“I knew it. You’re Lexington Gunn.” 
The man slammed his glass on the table. 
Kelsey leaned to Scot. “Who is Lexington Gunn?”
He glanced away, suddenly flustered. “Yeah, never mind, I’m mistaken.” 
“I told you, man.” 
CJ clapped his hands in excitement. “Wait. Lexington Gunn? That name is familiar. I know you too!” 
Scot clenched his lips. “Drop it, kid,” he said tersely. 
“No no. Lexington Gunn is the most famous male porn star ever.” 
Defeated, Lexington sank back in his chair. “Was. I was.” 
“What happened?” Sadie recognized the name and wondered why people were acting awkward about talking about porn. Nothing wrong with it, kiddies. 
“I gave it up and went to law school. Got my JD last year. Passed the bar. Got a job with a large firm—”
“That’s not all that’s large and firm.” CJ winked at Jacky, who rolled her eyes. Sadie smiled inside. His immaturity is somewhat delicious. 
“Continue your story, Mr. Gunn,” insisted Jacky. 
“I got a job as an attorney, but I missed the sets. I missed the action.” 
“And the girls,” added Scot. 
I bet he admires him. 
Lexington shrugged. “Yeah, some of them. But most of all I missed the performance.” 
“So did you stay a lawyer or go back?” 
“I went back to it. Directed and starred in my own porn parodies of legal films. First, The Firm Erection, followed by Legally Boned.” 
“Hey, let’s not forget A Civil Action,” interjected Talon. 
Lexington tilted his head with a quizzical look. “Yeah, that’s not one of mine.” 
Talon stared with a blank expression then cocked his head back. “Oh, my bad! That’s the John Travolta vehicle.”
As the group laughed, Sadie caught a glimpse of Kelsey touching Scot’s thigh. She leaned over and whispered something to him. Scot immediately hopped off his chair and made his way to the bar. Before Kelsey followed him, Sadie grabbed her arm. “Where are you going?” 
“I need to speak with him; it’ll take a second.”
Sadie didn’t say anything, and let her go. 
CJ leaned to Jacky. “What’s the deal with that Oderly fellow?” 
Oderly poked his head up from tables away. “Did someone say me name?” 
“No, Oderly!” Talon and Jacky both snapped this time. The hippy lowered his head sadly and strummed his beloved guitar, Moonjava. Jacky then whispered to the group, “He’s so weird. It really creeps me out.” 
“You know what else is weird?” CJ asked her. 
“What?” 
“You’re the girl of my dreams.”
Jacky spat water from her mouth and choked on laughter a couple times. Talon and Lexington also seemed amused. Sadie was astonished he’d actually said that. Then again, he had been talking about the whole belt thing. Way to treat us like objects. 
“How old are you?” Jacky asked CJ after she finished choking. 
“Old enough.” He winked. 
Sadie gave herself a mental face palm. 
“You’re funny.” Jacky smiled. Her eyes wandered past Sadie to the bar where Scot and Kelsey were talking. “Those two are in love, aren’t they?” 
“No,” Sadie found herself saying quickly. “They broke up years ago.” 
“Years ago? No way. You can see it in their eyes. You can see it in how they stand next to each other. I used to have that. I miss that. It’s love.” 
CJ stared at her in admiration. “Marry me.” 
Sadie couldn’t believe it but Jacky was actually blushing. Nice work, kid. 
But all this talk about love made Sadie stand up; she had to stop Kelsey, who was letting herself fall for Scot’s tricks. Unacceptable. He’s pure asshole and pure asshole never cleans. So she went to them. 
“Please, one second, Sadie,” Kelsey called out to her before she reached the bar. “We’re almost done.” 
“We’re done now.” Scot shoved past them, went around the bar, grabbed a whiskey bottle and slammed a glass down next to it. Something Kelsey said had irritated him, and an irritated Scot was quite predictable. An irritated Scot went drinking. 
“What are you doing?” Kelsey asked. 
Scot smirked, that vastly annoying smirk, after pouring himself a full glass.
“Only thing we should do right now.”



SCOT 
Drink.
She had to bring it up. She just had to. The conversation with Kelsey was what made him pour the whiskey in the glass. At least Scot wanted to blame her. But in all truth, he’d been ready to grab a bottle the moment he stepped in the restaurant. 
Kelsey had pulled him aside moments earlier. She made her point clear very quickly. “I wanted to let you know, Jeff was the one who brought you to the food mart. He found you in the wreckage and saved you.” 
“I know this already. You told me,” he had replied. “And?” 
“And, well he told me he would return after finding Alec and Kale.” 
“Where are you going with this?” 
“He never came back, Scot. I’m afraid he might be—” 
“You don’t know Jeff. He’s fine. Trust me.” 
“How can you be sure?” 
“Things have happened to us. Things I can’t explain.” 
“What things?” 
“I can’t explain, Kelsey. Something happened back in high school. But please trust me; Jeff is fine.” 
“Okay, now you’ve said too much without explaining more.” 
Scot had cursed himself. He never wanted to explain any of it to her. He had a hard time believing the truth himself. Why would anyone else take him seriously? 
 He hedged. “I don’t know. I can’t. You wouldn’t believe me, but I can tell you this: those guys are more than likely fine.” 
“Don’t you wonder where they are?” 
“No.”
“But look, I know about the well, but that’s all I know. What exactly happened to the four of you?” 
“It doesn’t matter.” 
“I know something bigger happened to you guys. You weren’t just thrown in a well. I could tell by all your little secret meetings.” 
“I don’t know what to say.” 
“I want you to say you worry about them. Obviously something big happened. Fate might have brought you guys back—” 
“No. Nothing big happened. We got really lucky. Luck is what keeps us going. Not fate. Not destiny. Pure damn luck.” And with Sadie’s gracious interruption, he was ready to pour his glass. 
Whiskey slid smoothly down Scot’s throat. He wiped his lips and slammed a glass on the bar. Kelsey and Sadie left him. Seconds later, Jacky and CJ joined, sitting on stools, facing him. 
“I’ll take a whiskey, too, bartender.” Jacky smiled at him. Her front tooth had a slight crook but it somehow made her cuter. 
“And you kid?” 
CJ eyed all the bottles. “How about a vodka cranberry?” 
Jacky erupted with laughter, her chuckles raspy. Not so cute. 
Scot poured Jacky a whiskey glass and slid it between her hands. He looked at CJ again. “You sure you want that?” 
CJ took his baseball cap off, revealing all of his shaggy brown hair. He mussed his hair. “Well, not now.” 
“You ever drink before?” Jacky poked at him, smiling again. 
CJ leaned back, almost falling off the stool. “Yeah, of course! Of course I have! Fine, I’ll have a rum and coke.” 
“That’s not much better.” 
“Well,”–CJ slouched, a bit despondent, but then sat straight–“the man makes the drink, the drink doesn’t make the man.” 
Fair enough. CJ got his rum and coke. 
“I really shouldn’t let you drink right now,” Jacky quipped. 
“Why? Because of zombies?” CJ slowly brought the glass to his lips. 
“No, silly, because of your age.” 
That should be irrelevant. “Zombies are a bigger deal than underage drinking.” 
“I know that.” Jacky sipped at her whiskey. “But what if this all passes today or tomorrow and I get busted?” 
“A zombie apocalypse won’t end in a few days. Something like this will take months or even yea—” CJ crouched and choked on his drink. Scot had put quite a bit more rum than coke in it. 
Jacky helpfully rubbed his back. 
“Well, I figure with all the time we have,”–Scot glanced at the rows of alcohol bottles–“we can get through this in a couple of days?” 
Jacky laughed. “Come on now, we have to make it last at least a week.” 
Scot smirked. “Lasting is overrated.” 
The direct look Jacky gave him made her naughty inner thoughts clear. Scot liked to call those looks ‘do-me eyes’ but even he found that term degrading.
Not much time passed before some of the others joined them. The porn star, Lexington Gunn, pulled a stool up next to CJ. 
“What can I get you?” Scot asked him.
Lexington ordered vodka on the rocks. Scot had never liked the taste of it, but if he had no other choice, down the vodka would go. “So who was your favorite co-worker?” 
Lexington shook the drink by his lips. “Honestly, hard to pick. Probably a three-way tie.” 
“Three way,” giggled CJ, his face flushed from the alcohol. 
“Okay.” Scot sipped. “What about your favorite movie?” 
“Easy. The Pelican Queef.”
CJ clapped, laughing, smacking his glass and knocking it over in the process. 
Talon and Kelsey finally joined them. Scot hated the fact she’d been flirting with another man, but he would never admit it. She was doing it to get his attention, he knew. You have it. “I’ll take a whiskey neat,” she said to him, sitting at the bar’s corner, close to Jacky. Talon sat on her other side. 
“Ah, a whiskey girl. My kind of girl.” Scot blushed after he realized what he’d said. Silly. He poured the drink and gave it to Kelsey. Her hands touched his around the glass.
Scot caught Jacky staring at their hands; the touch only lasted a few seconds but felt longer. CJ stole Jacky’s attention by burping and slurring, “Hi.” 
Jacky smiled. “So what were you doing before this all started?” 
“Well, I was at school with my teammates.”
“Teammates? What did you play?” 
He’s in a baseball uniform. 
She slapped the bar, pretending to ponder while CJ watched. “Wait, let me guess—”
They shouted “Baseball!” in unison. 
“Jinx!” they both yelled. 
This repeated itself several times and Scot found himself getting annoyed. So he lined up shot glasses and filled them all to the rim. Sadie joined them. He had to call Oderly to come. The hippy was excited. Scot then looked for Nasir. 
Gone. Scot grew uneasy at that. Why bring us here and then leave? He also wondered where those two random other people had gone, but honestly, he didn’t really care. 
“All right, everyone,” Scot called out and lifted his glass. Sadie, Oderly, Talon, CJ, Lexington, Jacky and Kelsey all did the same. He looked at them, his eyes landing last on her. “Cheers to doing the apocalypse the right way.” 
The glasses clanked together. 
One shot became two. Two became three. Night fell. Three became four. Four became five. Then Jacky declared it time for bed. 
They stumbled around like the dead wandering the world before clearing tables to make room for a large sleeping area. There were two sleeping bags the restaurant’s owner had stored in his office. Why? Scot didn’t care. He was just excited to have one of them. He spread it across himself, Kelsey, and Sadie. Warm inside and warm next to her, he was a happy camper. A few feet away, Jacky and Talon shared the other sleeping bag. CJ had passed out, sprawled across the bar. Lexington and Oderly said they would keep first watch. Nasir still hadn’t returned. Those other two survivors? Still gone. Scot felt he might have imagined them. His mind spun. He craved a bean and cheese burrito. How he loved bean and cheese burritos. 
Kelsey pressed her back against Scot’s side. He wasn’t sure if she was hinting to cuddle or was pressed to him because the sleeping bag was small. Either way, having her next to him meant the world was good and just. He smiled drunkenly. Should I turn over? Should I hold her? They had shared a few laughs over the course of their drinks, but they’d had the perfect buzz going then. Now they were just too drunk, too tired, and too emotional. He didn’t want to risk a good time going sour. But it took all his strength to not turn over and hold her, and kiss her, and show how much he missed her. Just do it, you pussy. 
Dozing off, Scot refused to listen to his smaller self. 
 
He choked and coughed awake. Outside, the sun rose, casting a dim blue glow inside the restaurant. He snuck out from under the sleeping bag. Kelsey was in exactly the same place she was when he’d fallen asleep. He made his way to the bathroom, passing the sleeping Jacky and Talon. CJ snored on the bar. 
Oderly had fallen asleep on the ground, curled around his acoustic guitar. I bet he fucks it, Scot laughed inside. Lexington was fighting to stay awake by the front entrance, slumped in a chair, his head nodding. 
The bathroom was near the back patio. Scot kicked the bathroom door open, then did a couple of jumping jacks, shaking his arms and releasing short breaths. Well, I’m still drunk. He giggled to himself as he unleashed a drunken pee. If he were sober, he wouldn’t have been swaying back and forth. He wouldn’t have kept giggling drunkenly. He finished, zipped up, and stumbled to the sink. He leaned over the counter and stared at himself in the mirror. A faint light came in through an open window that no person, or no thing, could fit through. Maybe a zombie midget, he mused. 
Thoughts of Kelsey ran through his mind. I should have cuddled with her. I still can. I should kiss her. No, only hold her. Feel her out. See what she wants. It’s about her, not you. Her. Her. Her—I’m crazy. 
Scot fixed his wavy strawberry-blond hair in the mirror and moved for the door. It swung open. Kelsey?
Jacky. 
She approached him with a crooked step. Still drunk. “Want to know something?” 
“Uh, no.” 
“No, you have to know this.” She was as drunk as he was, he could tell. “That girl out there is crazy about you.” She fell on him and he caught her. Her chin pressed sharply against his chest. “No, she loves you.” 
Scot looked up from Jacky and at the doorway. Kelsey is going to walk in. Don’t fucking do it. 
“You should be with her.” 
Jacky’s face was inches away. Her mouth hung temptingly open. He could see warm saliva filling it. His eyes wandered down her freckly neck to her low-cut shirt. It hung open, revealing the fact she wasn’t wearing a bra. 
“We should really get back out there,” he muttered. Kelsey will walk in. 
Jacky pressed against him and, of their own accord, his arms wrapped tighter around her waist. She kissed his cheek and whispered wetly in his ear, “I want to taste what she tastes.” 
Scot fought a stirring demon in his jeans. “Back out there. We really need to go back—”
Jacky dropped all her weight on him, ruining Scot’s precarious balancing act. His back cracked on tile floor but he wouldn’t feel the pain until later when the alcohol wore off. She fell on his chest and slid down his body. Why is she sliding? No! Why? Her face landed at his waist. She nipped at his leather belt. Scot pushed her shoulders, trying to shove her off. But to be honest, he didn’t try too hard. “Please stop. I can’t do this.” 
“Why not? You’re not with her.” 
“Like you said a second before, I should be. Why are you doing this?” 
She answered by unbuckling the belt with her mouth. Okay, screw it. She unbuttoned his jeans. He put his face in his hands and leaned back. What’s the worst that can happen? Let her please you, let her — no! As his zipper lowered he pressed both hands to the floor and scrambled his legs out from under Jacky. He fought hard that time, hopping to his feet and hobbling away from her. His back faced the bathroom door. 
Jacky rose to her knees as his jeans dropped to the ground. He took a last glance at her. She was teasing him with her lips, her tongue, and her wet mouth. He couldn’t believe it. Is this a dream? “You’re great but I can’t do this to Kelsey,” he muttered ineffectively, and his words hung in the air as the bathroom door opened behind him. 
Kelsey. 
She stood in the doorway, never looking at Jacky, never looking at Scot’s pants bunched around his ankles. She looked only directly in his eyes and said coldly, “Good.” Then she left, fading away, returning to the rest of the restaurant. How I hate timing. He rushed after her, leaving Jacky on her knees in the bathroom, alone. 
He rushed after her, right into hell. 
Talon fell, grabbing at his mangled throat. His eyes broke wide, lips trembling, gurgling. Blood poured down his fingers and he had no chance at slowing the fatal flow. His hands dropped and a stream of blood squirted on Scot’s boxers. Holy shit! He tripped over his pants still looped around his ankles. He squirmed on the ground, pulling his jeans back up to his waist. The red puddle of Talon’s blood lapped at his shoes. He leapt away and grabbed Kelsey at his side. “What the hell happened?”
“I don’t know!” Kelsey shrieked, watching the carnage. Talon convulsed in the spreading pool of blood and died. The red puddle kept crawling slowly toward them. 
Jacky flew out the bathroom door, cheering, “I need a shot!” She stopped dead when she saw Talon on the ground. Behind her, the patio doors broke open under the weight of a decayed corpse wearing a leather jacket and sporting a handlebar mustache. Zombie Biker! A drunken giggle bounced from Scot’s lips. 
Zombie biker latched onto Talon’s body, digging in the dead surfer’s stomach, ripping out his steaming intestines. 
“Help!” Jacky screamed and rushed past Scot and Kelsey to the others. She landed in CJ’s arms. Everyone was awake and panicking. 
The zombie biker shredded Talon’s body as Jacky screamed for CJ, for anyone, to do something. The teen grabbed his bat, Bashing Betty, and rushed forward. He swung the bat around a couple of times before smashing it into the zombie biker’s head. Three blows before the skull snapped open. He kept swinging until it was a pulp. 
Scot’s stomach rose and he had to turn away. Kelsey grabbed him, pulling him to the others. They huddled in the center of the restaurant with Sadie, Lexington, and Oderly. 
CJ stumbled away from the zombie biker and the dead Talon. He wiped his mouth with a shaking hand and looked at the others. “We have to break Talon’s head open before he turns.” 
Jacky’s eyes widened, her back pressing against a window. “You can’t do that,” she hissed frantically. 
CJ turned to her, his face serious. “He will turn and kill us all. We have to smash his skull.” 
Lexington offered first. “I’ll do it.” 
Kelsey spun around. “Where the hell is Nasir?” 
Before anyone could answer, Jacky pushed away from the window and grabbed CJ’s bat. “Leave my Talon alone!” she wailed. 
CJ tugged back on the bat. They circled around like a couple of kids arguing. “Give it back, Jacky!” He yanked hard and flew back, crashing against the window Jacky had been standing at. He looked at her, his eyes sympathetic. “I’m sorry but I have to do this.” 
Hands struck through glass and grabbed CJ. Another zombie biker plunged its head through the window. CJ was unable to act quickly enough and teeth sunk deep in his back. He squealed and Bashing Betty fell from his hand, rolling on the floor. 
“CJ!” Lexington dove for the bat and drove it like a spear into the second zombie biker’s face. The zombie fell away from the window, clawing at its face. 
CJ broke free, falling to all fours, gasping. He whimpered, grabbing the bite wound on his back. Staring at Jacky with tears in his eyes, he reached for his hat. “I—” 
Lexington yanked him to his feet. “Forget it for now, kid.” He pulled him to the others and tossed the bat to Scot, who fumbled to catch it. “Watch them. I’ll find Nasir.” 
Why the hell me? Scot nodded. And why the hell is everyone concerned with Nasir now? Oh yeah, his rifle. 
The second zombie biker launched through the window again. Two more followed right behind it. 
“Out to the patio!” Oderly screamed, rushing to the doors with his acoustic guitar. 
Sadie looked at the other survivors, milling aimlessly. “Let’s go out with him.” 
“No, stay,” snapped Scot. “We don’t know how many are out there.” 
“Come on, everyone!” Oderly hollered and waved by the doors. 
The zombie bikers were clambering into the restaurant through the window where CJ had stood seconds before. 
Sadie jittered indecisively in place. She was freaking out, Scot knew. So am I, but I’m not moving yet. He tried to grab her but she yanked her arm away and ran for Oderly. 
“Sadie, wait!” Kelsey chased after her. 
“This way,” her friend insisted. 
The front door burst open.
Nasir, motherfuckers. Nasir fired a shot and blasted the second zombie biker’s head open. Its body flew onto the bar, knocking over half-empty glasses of whiskey. 
“Everyone out!” he ordered and motioned for them to exit through the front door. Then he froze, staring at Oderly and Sadie heading out on the patio. His lips vibrated to a scream, “No!” 
Oderly stepped on the patio first, in time for another zombie biker to sideswipe him and tumble to the ground. Sadie tripped over them, slamming down on a table, which broke under her weight. Moonjava flew from Oderly’s hands. He kicked futilely on the ground as teeth lunged for his throat. 
Sadie struggled to her feet. She spun around and the last thing Scot saw of her was her frozen, horrified gaze. He would never forget the terror that possessed her face. 
No.
“Sadie!” Kelsey continued running toward them as the patio door swung shut. But Scot grabbed her and tugged her back. They heard their friends screaming outside. Sadie. Oderly. Sadie. Oderly. The screams were drowned out by the hungry moans of zombies. Dozens of them. 
“Help her!” Kelsey screamed and fought to get away from Scot. “We have to help her!” 
Scot maintained his tight grip on her arms, trying to reason with her. “She’s dead, Kelsey. Damn it, she’s dead!” 
The patio doors broke open and the zombie biker gang stumbled in. No sign of Sadie or Oderly. 
Nasir fired two more times, holding the zombie bikers at bay. “Everyone out!” 
Lexington left first with CJ. Kelsey ran out next, forced along by Scot. He was about to follow but then spun back to the bar. A whiskey bottle stared at him, calling for him. God, screw it. He rushed back and grabbed the bottle, and in the process found Jacky cowering behind the bar. “Come with us, now!” 
She whimpered. 
Nasir killed another zombie biker that came through the patio. And another. He retreated to the front door. He looked at Scot and Jacky. “Go, now.” With those words, he let go of the doors and disappeared outside with the others. 
“I can’t. It’s no use. We’re all dead.” Jacky keened as she rocked back and forth. 
Scot reached for her. “No, all of us are survivors.” 
Jacky didn’t respond.
Screw it. Scot ran out of Neptune’s Retreat, baseball bat in one hand, whiskey bottle in the other. He leapt off the patio and chased after the group. 
Lexington carried the wounded CJ with Kelsey and Nasir right behind him. They were a good distance ahead of Scot on the highway. Kelsey spun back and yelled for him to hurry. 
Zombies moaned close behind him. Six zombie bikers stormed up the highway. They were sprinters, not the shambling stumblers that had attacked the patio. So, many, bikers. It just isn’t funny anymore. As he raced for his group, he heard a cry for help. 
“Wait for me!” Jacky rushed out of the restaurant. Her feet tripped over one another and she slammed face first on the cement. 
The zombie bikers closed in on her. 
Scot skidded to a stop. Jacky’s nose had broken from the fall, and her face was covered in blood. The other survivors, having no idea she was there, kept running. The road was clear their way. Safe. He took a step toward them, wanting to leave Jacky behind. 
Jacky cried again, only yards away from Scot, reaching up from the cement and dragging her legs. The chance to save her presented itself. Act now or flee. Her hand strained in his direction, reaching for him. His fingers clenched around Bashing Betty. Act or flee. He swigged from the whiskey bottle, and he fled.
The two fastest bikers tugged at Jacky, lifting her in the air. More bikers latched on. She kicked and screamed, flailing, pulled in opposite directions. 
The last thing Scot saw of Jacky was her body rip in half, her insides spilling across the highway. Vomit rose in his gut, but he wasn’t sure whether it was the alcohol or revulsion. Probably both. 
The others survivors were a good distance ahead of him. Nasir found a six-foot ledge leading up to a tree line. They debated over something for only seconds, then Lexington heaved Nasir up the ledge first. The old man stood and aimed Scot’s way. Scot’s eyes widened as he flinched, but he kept running for his group. Please shoot the zombies and not me. 
Lexington helped CJ up next. Part of the fragile ledge snapped off, dirt and rock crumbled around Kelsey. She backed away but Nasir yelled for her to stay still. She was the closest to the highway when Scot reached them. However, he stayed on the cement, cautious to run off to the dirt mound with the others. 
North was clear. An open safe highway beckoned to him. “Let’s keep running!” He swung back to face the moans. The zombie bikers had disposed of Jacky and were now closing in on the group. Scot guessed they were only thirty yards away. 
“We will lose them up here.” Nasir helped CJ to his feet, then aimed back at the approaching zombie gang. 
Twenty yards away. 
Torn, Scot glanced at them, then at the clear path. You can save yourself. Leave them. His hands shook around Bashing Betty and the whiskey bottle as he stepped toward freedom. 
Bullets erupted from Nasir’s rifle. 
Lexington helped Kelsey up the dirt ledge but it crumbled again. Of course. Kelsey fell on top of the porn star and they slid down the dirt mound, struggled to rise. 
Run, he told himself. Save your damn self, Scot. 
Ten yards away. 
Nasir cocked his rifle and fired. A bullet missed the zombie bikers completely. Another bullet ripped a biker’s shoulder open but didn’t slow it down. 
Five yards away. 
With Lexington’s help, Kelsey lunged for the ledge again. I can live with letting Jacky die, but...
Scot brought the whiskey bottle to his lips, gave it a quick kiss and charged forward. He threw the bottle at the closest zombie biker. The glass bounced off its head and landed half-full on the dirt. 
Why didn’t it break its head open?!
Scot raised Bashing Betty and swung with everything he had. The bat cracked a zombie biker’s face open. He fell through his swing and almost toppled to the cement. But he caught himself, spinning back without taking aim, smacking Betty against another rotting corpse. This one was a much more massive bastard than the first one he’d struck. Bashing Betty vibrated in his grip as he fell forward. 
But he rose again. 
Lexington joined Scot in his fight. He smashed a fist in the face of the closest zombie biker. When he retracted his muscular arm, bits of flesh and skull clung to his fingers. 
Scot swung, missing every last one of them. Before he could get ready to strike again, their hands grabbed him, shoved him, and crushed him down to the highway. Daylight vanished. Nails and teeth tore at him. He kicked and screamed and reached for Bashing Betty but all he felt were their teeth ripping his flesh. 
I’ve killed myself. 
Saliva splattered on his face. They chewed his legs open. Bikers clawed at his chest and limbs and everything was drowned out by their moans and the sloppy sounds of their chewing. His skin was peeled from his bicep, revealing red muscles underneath. 
Bullets kept ringing from above. 
Scot shut his eyes. Stillness. His mind blocked out every noise, every flash of pain as his skin was torn away. 
All those moments from the past, all those conflicts with Kale, they would soon mean nothing. 
My destiny is to become one of them. He prepared to join the dead. 
Then, a splash of light fractured through darkness. 
Lexington Gunn lifted the last zombie biker off Scot. The man heaved the creature up using his hulking arms and snapped its neck with one quick turn. Its body dropped to the ground. One stomp of Lexington’s boot finished it off. Flesh and bone exploded across dirt. Chunks of its brain landed, heavy and wet, on Scot’s clothing. 
A glob landed next to his dying eyes. 
Lexington reached for him. “I got you, kid.” His deep voice was comforting, soothing.
Scot grabbed the whiskey bottle before Lexington threw him over his shoulder. With the help of Nasir and Kelsey, they climbed the ledge. 
Fighting to stay conscious, he saw her beautiful face. She glowed, his angel, ready to take him from this hell. “Scot,” her heavenly voice drifted. 
He tossed Kelsey his best blood-filled smile. “You should see the other guys.” And with his trembling arm, he brought the whiskey bottle to his lips. 
Of all the drinks in his life, he felt it the first he’d actually earned.




 
eight years earlier



THEM
Green Hills spun. 
Back slumped against the damp wall of the well, Scot’s strawberry blond hair scraped the bricks as he tried to stand. His hand wobbled in the air. Kicking his feet in a blanket of leaves covering the ground, he grabbed his throbbing head. Where are you, asshole? He fell. Tremors ran through his hand as it slipped in his plaid shorts, pulling out his cell phone. You’re out there. Where? His finger shook over the number 9 and accidentally hit the 8. He groaned before correcting the mistake. 
1—
The phone slipped from his shaking fingers but he caught it before it hit the ground. 
1—
His finger rushed for the CALL button, but a gloved hand slapped the phone from his grasp. The dark cloak stared down at him, face masked by black. 
Screaming, Scot leapt away onto some leaves, and he crawled on his elbows as a black glove struck for his ankle. He flipped over, kicked and clawed at dirt, cried for anyone to help him. 
Taking one of his legs, cold hands twisted forcefully in opposite directions. The pain was so incredible, Scot knew this couldn’t be real.
Another twist snapped bone through skin. 
 
Jeff “Homer” Brennan awoke in utter darkness. He flailed around in a small puddle, grabbing his sore neck, and tried to adjust to the lack of light. “Alec? Scot?” He pushed off the damp ground and placed a hand on a slimy brick wall. Yuck! He quickly withdrew his hand, limping a couple of steps, only to be yanked to a stop. A chain was wrapped around his ankle. Trapped. Gripping the heavy chain, he tugged weakly, still in a daze. 
A whisper slid out of the darkness. 
Jeff spun, raising two hands. “Who’s here?” His voice cracked. 
“Ho-Homer.” 
“Alec!” Jeff leapt for the voice but the chain ripped him back. Where the hell are we? “Alec, I’m stuck. Where are you?” 
Alec’s voice echoed eerily. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have jo-joked around.” 
“It’s okay. Just, are you chained up like I am?” Jeff scanned the dark. A single ray of light seeped in from above. High above. A small crack in the ceiling perhaps. “Alec, where are we?” 
Jeff felt a touch on his shoulder. Alec quickly calmed him. “I don’t know and no, I’m not chained.” 
Their hands fumbled in the darkness, and they exchanged a trembling hug. “Scot, Kale, you guys here?” 
A creak sounded from above. 
Their heads shot up. “Where the hell are we?” Jeff asked again. 
“Hang on.” Alec fumbled in his jeans, then flicked a lighter. A small glow helped dispel the blackness. 	
“I didn’t know you smoked.” 
“I don’t. Brian does.” 
“I didn’t know he smoked.” Jeff followed
the small flickering flame cupped in Alec’s hand as Alec arced the lighter around, revealing curved, brick walls forming a cylinder. 
“Looks like a well,” observed Alec. “A big one.” 
Jeff pointed to a compact, square opening at the bottom. “Where do you think that leads?” 
Alec moved toward the hole, splashing in the small puddle. He crouched and shoved the lighter inside. 
“Dude.” Jeff whispered. He’s going to lose his arm! 
“I need a better look.” Alec crawled halfway in the tiny tunnel. 
He’s going to lose his head! “Alec, get out of there,” Jeff whispered frantically. His legs shook as he watched. 
“Hang on, might be a way out,” Alec replied, but then his whole body jolted and he froze. 
Jeff grabbed his own head, wanted to scream. Instead, he called quietly, “Alec?” 
No response. 
“Alec, no joking around again!” Jeff dropped, grabbed Alec’s waist and tugged at his red t-shirt. 
Alec swung an arm out the hole, grabbing Jeff, who helped him out, and they stood together in the darkness. 
“What was it?” 
Alec brushed his own arm, the small flame sputtering. “It got—it got so cold. I don’t know what’s in there, but it’s something bad, Homer. Something really bad.” He shivered against Jeff, who wrapped his arms around Alec, holding his friend tightly. 
“We leave as four,” Jeff whispered. 
“As four.” Alec pulled away, sniffled twice, and raised the flame. 
And Jeff’s eyes locked on something past his friend. 
“Homer?” Nothing. “Jeff!” 
“Give me the lighter.” Jeff grabbed it from Alec’s hand, pushed past him, and shoved the light against the brick wall, revealing the engraved words: 
Embrace Me
The hairs on the back of Jeff’s neck rose all at once. 
Alec twitched nervously next to him. “Who?” 
Moving the lighter, Jeff illuminated another carving. “Look at this one.” 
Words scratched in the bricks wrapped around the cylinder wall. Within this dark, feel the calm cold breath. Within these shadows, embrace eternal death.
The light flickered between the two friends as they stared at each other. There were more engravings. One looked distinct from the others. A frantic scribing, hurried and afraid read: The Embracer lurks above. 
“The what?” 
Alec never responded. 
A screech pierced the darkness, and before they could read the other inscriptions, the lighter slipped from Jeff’s hand, dropping into the puddle. The flame vanished but light poured in from above as a human silhouette shoved the circular lid off the well and then vanished. 
Jeff tried to block the light out, squinting with his hand raised. The silhouette returned, this time holding a body. “Alec, is that—” 
The limp body was released. They watched as Scot fell and flailed his way down, joining them in the dark. He landed on top of Jeff and Alec, knocking them against the brick wall. They lowered around their unconscious friend. Jeff caught a glimpse of the cuts on his face and his shattered leg before the lid screeched back over the top of the well. The lid paused, halfway across. Left in semi-darkness, Jeff wondered about Kale. He didn’t voice his fears, though, and instead whispered, “We leave as four.” 
 
“We have to go back. We have to go back for them.” Kale was frantic as he reached from the truck’s back seat, parked on the side of the road where he’d fallen. His arm dangled on the front seat, between the two men that bore a family resemblance to one another. “Please.”
“We’ll get the police, kid, then head back for your friends.” The middle-aged man wearing a trucker hat insisted. He hesitantly cast a look at the man in the passenger seat. “Right, bro?” 
The younger man paused before responding. “Well,” he scratched his head, “if his friends need us now, then maybe we should—”
“Yes!” Kale lunged forward, snapping up the opportunity. “There’s no time.”
“Oh!” The younger man’s eyes lit up as he remembered. “Plus, I have this.” He opened the glove compartment and whipped out a small pistol. 
Trucker Hat shook his head in dismay. “Why the hell did you buy that, Paul?” 
Paul looked at his brother. “Well, Fred,”—he glanced at Kale–“you never know when you’re going to run into a kid who needs you to rescue his friends.”
Fred groaned, lowered his head to the steering wheel. “Fine, let’s go.”
 
Alec and Jeff helped Scot to his feet once he regained consciousness. The fifteen-year-old was covered in cuts and bruises. He tried to stand on two feet but screamed in pain. “That fuck broke my leg!” 
“You’ll be okay,” Alec soothed as he helped Scot balance. “We’ll figure a way out of here. We leave as four.” 
The three friends huddled close together.
“I wonder if Kale made it,” Jeff breathed over them. “Maybe he got help or something. I didn’t see him up there.”
“Hopefully. I don’t want to know what this Embracer guy is going to do with us.” 
“Embracer guy?” Scot asked, trying to balance.
“It was a name engraved on the wall.”
“Did you guys get a solid look at him? He’s a fucking mutant.” Scot whimpered from the pain in his leg. “His eyes, they’re strange.”
“Shit, Scot! Everything is strange about him! He has us locked in a damn well!” 
Homer is losing it. Alec grabbed his large friend’s shoulder. “Calm down, bud. The only thing that matters now is finding a way out. So let’s focus on that.” 
Jeff took a deep breath and scratched his head. ”Okay, okay. Sorry, I’ll try and keep cool.” The chubby teenager hugged Scot. “Sorry.”
Scot nodded. “Let’s get out of here, Homester.” 
Alec peered up, squinting against the light. The cylinder lid covered half of the distant opening. “How far up do you think the top is?” 
“Maybe fifteen or twenty feet?” Scot grabbed his leg as pain shot through his body. “Of course, I have terrible depth perception. Could be fifty feet for fuck I know.” 
I have to get back to Nicole. Alec rubbed his face, thinking. “What if we balance on top of each other; do you think we can reach it?” 
“Might as well try.” Jeff’s voice drifted as he stared up. 
“Homer, you be our anchor. I’ll get on you, then we lift Scot.” Alec climbed on Jeff’s shoulders, balanced himself by pressing two hands against the slimy brick wall.
“I don’t think I’m climbing anything with this leg,” said Scot, indicating the damage. “It hurts like the shit I took yesterday.” 
Alec tuned out Scot’s gripes. I’ll get all of us out of here. He looked up at the distant sky, trying to figure out a way to raise Scot up without killing him. But any plan of his didn’t matter, because the cloaked figure of the Embracer shot over the well; a dark shadow looking down into the depths imprisoning Alec and his friends. 
Alec’s heart jumped. “Guys—”
Scot hobbled on one leg. “What’s he doing?” 
The silhouette stood frozen like the three friends, and a cold whisper slithered out the tiny tunnel Alec had crawled in earlier. “Embrace me.” 
Above them, the Embracer slid the lid back over the well, extinguishing all light. 
 
Kale limped through the woods in the company of the two brothers. 
“I thought you knew where they were,” Fred complained, twitching his trucker hat.
“It’s right up ahead, I’m sure,” Kale continued. I have no idea. Please, be close. What have I done? Alec, Jeff, and Scot had to be alive. They had to be. 
The two brothers looked at each other. 
“Let’s head back.” Fred stepped away from Kale, heading for the main road. 
“A little longer, Freddie, Christ,” Paul snapped.
Fred threw his hands up. “Fine, whatever, let’s keep going.” He glanced at the pistol his brother held. “I’d like to see how bad you are with that thing, Paulie.”	
“Stop,” said Paul, irritated. 
“Aw, did I hurt your feelings, little brother?”
Paul looked at Kale. “Did you hear that?”
Despite his injured leg, Kale pushed forward faster, fighting throbbing pain. I’m coming, guys. I won’t lose you. 
Pained screams echoed in the distance. 
 
The ground and walls wobbled and shook as if they were being tossed around in a giant bottle. 
Jeff wished he was back home, wished for a peanut butter sandwich, wished he was watching Trailer Park Boys. 
“What’s going on?” Scot screamed, hysterical. He’d been thrown to the ground by the rumbles, and he splashed in the puddle, crying up for his friends. “My leg!” 
Through the dark, Jeff reached for him. Alec huddled close. The three helpless friends waited as the well shook and trembled around them. 
Peanut butter. Milk. Jelly. Chips. 
Scot grabbed Jeff’s hand. Jeff grabbed Alec’s hand. “We leave as four,” one of them said. 
The shaking continued. 
Carrots and ranch. Flavored water. Oreos. Milk. His attempt to calm himself was interrupted when a cold liquid dripped on his back. A shiver ran across his neck but he refused to turn. He didn’t want to see what was behind him. 
Chocolate chip waffles. Bananas. Crackers and cheese. 
The shaking continued. 
Then the whispers came, invading his skull. “It’s time.” 
“Who said that?” Alec’s show of bravery had vanished. “Who the hell said that?” he shrieked. 
No response from his friends. 
Whispers were tangible in the darkness, surrounding the boys as they huddled on the ground. 
Whispers, so many whispers. 
“It’s the Others from Lost.” Scot couldn’t help himself.
The shaking continued. 
“Who’s there?” Jeff found the courage to yell. 
“Holy shit!” screamed Scot as his touch faded away. “Something is on me! Guys, help, something has me! Help! He—” He emitted one last squeal before he was silenced. 
“Scot!” Alec yelled, blindly searching the darkness for his friend. “Scot!” 
No response. 
The shaking continued. 
Macaroni and Cheese. Hot dogs. French fries. 
Alec grabbed Jeff’s arm. “Homer, I—” 
“Alec, we leave as—” 
A strong pressure on his back forced Jeff down to his knees. He trembled, turning in the dark. The pressure increased. A grotesque smell struck his nose and the pressure slid around his belly. A snake? He grabbed it, his trembling hands touching a slimy stickiness. “Alec?” He was able to shove it off and he tried to step closer to Alec. 
“Homer?” A massive black tentacle wrapped tightly around Alec, yanking him in the air. “Jeff!” 
The shaking continued. 
Jeff swung around without an aim, without a clue, lost and hopeless. What do I do? 
“Get it off! Get it—” an ear-snapping crunch shattered Alec’s bones.
A stronger whisper, amongst all the unintelligible others, sidled in Jeff’s ear. “You are mine now.”
“Who are you?” Jeff cowered against a wall. Hot tears fell down his cheeks. He didn’t care. “Leave us alone!” 
The shaking continued. 
Something wet dripped on his shoulder, soaking through his shirt. He looked up to see the dark tentacle slithering down the brick walls toward him. “No!” It sprung around his face, wrapping, constricting. His muffled screams were only his to hear. He fought to break free but was quickly overpowered and sent crashing to the cold wet ground. 
The grip tightened around his mouth, breaking his nose. Air vanished. He shut his eyes, no longer able to imagine his favorite foods as a comforting distraction. Falling to his knees, he scratched at the massive black tentacle, his nails ripping its skin. Its grip stiffened. He coughed and choked and his hands slid limply off the creature, dangling at his sides. His head was light. Numb. 
A final whisper tickled his mind. “Embrace me.” 
The shaking stopped. 
 
Their loud screams tore into Kale’s soul. Along with the two brothers, he hid behind a large tree as they surveyed the area. The mouth of the well stood tall in a small opening within the forest, surrounded by fallen branches and leaves. 
“Looks clear,” Fred remarked, the pistol raised. 
Paul said, “Give me my gun back.” 
“Let’s go.” Kale limped for the brick opening. The screams continued to echo from inside the well. I’m here! 
The brothers yelled from behind Kale. “Kid, wait!” 
The cloaked kidnapper leapt from behind the well, landing on top of its lid. He tilted his hooded head, eyes hidden from Kale’s view, yet he felt them staring right at him. The cloak fluttered in the air as the man landed right in front of Kale. 
Eyes locked with the dark, heartless gaze hovering above him, Kale knew this man wanted his soul. 
A gunshot from behind blasted leaves about the ground. Fred raised the small pistol, firing another shot at the cloaked man. “Stay there!” 
Kale faced the kidnapper again. Fucker! He threw a punch for the hooded head. A black glove shot around his wrist. No! Another hand grabbed him and Kale was tossed, flailing through the air before landing on a pile of leaves. He rolled over to his back. The well was only a couple yards away, and he crawled for it. I’m coming for you, guys. He heard them screaming inside. 
“Stay where you are!” Fred aimed the pistol at the kidnapper’s head. The cloaked man stepped forward, oblivious to the threat the gun posed. Is it even a real threat? 
Leaves spiraled gently from the trees around Fred as he fought to keep his aim strong and steady. He fired another warning shot right in front of the kidnapper’s feet. “I mean it!” 
Slow and deliberate, the cloaked man took another step forward. 
The next bullet ripped through the kidnapper’s upper-right shoulder. Black ooze spilled out of the wound. 
What the— 
Fred jerked back in shock. “What are you?” 
The kidnapper, tilting his hooded head again, remained silent but he looked on the verge of laughter. He flashed to Fred like dark lightning, twisted the pistol around in Fred’s hand, and forced the muzzle hard against Fred’s chin. “Paul!” Fred cried for his brother. A bullet blasted Fred’s scalp open and he dropped.
No, no. Kale kept crawling for the well. His friends still screamed inside, their voices filled with pain. 
Paul rushed for the gun, but the kidnapper snagged his neck first, pushing him through the woods until the back of his head exploded against a tree. The kidnapper carelessly tossed his body aside, and one dead brother was left next to the other. 
The kidnapper, his back at Kale, heaved up and down. Kale kept crawling, was about to touch the brick well when the black cloak flashed in front of him. 
Police sirens in the distance. 
Dark eyes simply stared at Kale, neither of them making a move. 
“You hear them out there? Huh? You lose,” said Kale. 
The kidnapper kept staring, as if memorizing Kale’s face, then flipped over the well and vanished into the woods. 
“Hey!” Kale limped to his feet. “Yeah, run! I beat you, motherfucker!” 
Screams still echoed from the well. Using both hands, Kale shoved against the cement lid with every ounce of strength he had left. A loud screeching assaulted his ears until the lid fell off the dungeon, crashing into dirt. 
Screams finally stopped.
Wiping sweat covering his face, Kale had never been this exhausted in his life. Police officers yelled a good distance behind him. Dogs barked. The cavalry was almost here but he didn’t care. One of his hands wrapped around the brick top as he edged himself over the opening. No, no. His hand tightened as his heart dropped and legs gave out. What have I done? 
Light revealed three mangled bodies curled up next to each other, all of them drenched in blood.




 
eight years later



KALE
He thought about the camera flashes, the smiles, the pats on his back, the longing looks girls gave him. Reporters had called him a hero that day. They said he saved his friends, and possibly countless others. But the media frenzy lasted maybe a few days. Kale became a mere memory to the world. A memory soon forgotten. 
In the yacht, he stared at his amputated limb. A white bandage was wrapped around his forearm. No bloodstains, no pain. He was still in a daze from the alcohol. What did they do to me? Oh yeah, they took my hand. His vision swayed as he stared at the cauterizing iron. Pieces of his flesh stuck to its metal. 
After pulling his friends from the well, they’d been taken to Green Hills Medical. Kale assumed they were dead, but the medics found pulses. A miracle, he thought. He was also taken to the hospital and was surprised to learn he’d fractured an arm and a leg. The costs of being a hero. 
Lying on the bed in the yacht, he didn’t feel like a hero. The zombie apocalypse had arrived. And what have I done? 
Arrested for drunk driving? Yep. 
Killed an innocent girl? Yep. 
Lost a hand? Yep. 
He slowly curled onto his stomach, resting his new stub on a pillow. The slight change in pressure caused such pain he wanted to vomit. 
When Jeff, Alec, and Scot had regained consciousness in the hospital, they all told the same story: they stupidly tried to save the kidnapped kids, who were never found, and ended up getting themselves caught by the kidnapper. Tossed in the well, they were left for dead. 
Kale had found their story suspicious and he knew details were missing. But his three friends stuck to their tale. The media frenzy soon died down. The world was more concerned with the Vaults and the impending apocalypse than with survivors of a serial kidnapper. 
It almost seemed their lives would go back to normal. Then, one night, they had told Kale the real story and— 
Miller entered the captain’s cabin. Kale weakly raised his head. “How are you doing?” the deputy asked. Not Alec, not Howard, but fucking Jimmy Miller comes to check on me. Miller pulled a stool next to the bed. “Kale?” he raised an orange eyebrow.
“How do I look, Jimmy?” He raised his stub. 
“I’m sorry this happened to you,” said Miller. 
Don’t give me your fake pity. You hate me like everyone else. “Thanks.” 
“Well, can I get you anything?” 
Kale rolled over, flinching from a short burst of blinding pain, then rested his stub on another pillow. “Silence, Jimmy, silence.” 
The deputy dragged his stool to the corner of a room and flipped open a magazine. He started to whistle. 
“Jimmy,” Kale groaned. 
“Right, silence, sorry.” 
“Are you here to keep watch over me?” 
Miller quit flipping the pages. “I’m here to keep us all safe.” 
He’s my prison guard. The others had nothing to worry about. Kale would not try anything stupid again. He was always one to quickly learn from his mistakes. Losing a hand is a good lesson. “Can I ask you something?” he moaned, lips hanging open on the pillow. 
“Shoot,” said Miller. 
“Remember, remember that day in high school—” 
“You mean when you guys ran off into the woods and got yourselves nearly killed?” 
“Yeah, that day.” 
“What about it?” Miller dropped the magazine. 
He won’t have an answer, but might as well ask. “How did you know to check in the woods? How did you know you were right?” 
“Ha! Kale, I had no idea. That was a crazy coincidence. Though I gotta say, being right about my hunch gave me the push I needed to join the force.” 
Coincidence? No. Fate led us to that well. Fate saved my friends. Fate gave them their powers. If only they would use them. His eyes grew heavy with his thoughts. 
“Why do you ask, Kale?” 
Kale’s voice slurred. Weak and tired, he wanted sleep. “You always wanted to go to space, Jimmy,” he said, remembering all the times Miller celebrated the idea of being an astronaut. 
Miller let a long, quiet breath out. “I still do.” 
“Let me dream in peace.” Kale drifted off, head spinning as his eyes shut. He relived that day in high school but he forgot about the chaos, the tragedy, and the two dead brothers who had helped him save his friends. Instead, he was on the hospital steps, embracing all the camera flashes and all the glory. 
Before he fell asleep, Miller whispered to him, “All you do is dream, Kale.”



EVANS 
Someone is following us. 
A speedboat had appeared on the horizon an hour or so after Kale’s operation. 
Evans’ uncle had informed him Kale was in stable condition after they cauterized the wound. He deserves more than losing a hand, Evans thought several times as he dumped Erica’s body over the edge. The girl should mean nothing to me. She was a casualty of war, like my team. Perhaps it was the kiss that made him miss her.
Over a year had passed since his last physical encounter with the female species. That kiss. No matter the kiss, he’d not shed a tear for her or anyone else. 
The speedboat had been trailing them for several hours. He would lose sight of it once night fell, and it was quickly falling. He wished a VTF sniper, perhaps Marshall Grange, were with them. Grange could’ve taken the speedboat’s navigator out with a single shot. 
Who was following them? Why? There were only a few possibilities. First, the navigator could be cautious, surveying the yacht for a threat, and end up being a friendly. Second, the navigator could be cautious and dangerous, planning his first strike. Third, the navigator could simply be heading up north like themselves. Unlikely. They were moving slowly and the speedboat could’ve easily passed them by now. 
They were being followed, and Evans was glad, because boredom lurked behind every minute, and he longed for excitement. 
The sky flushed orange when Howard came to him. “What’s going on?” 
“Nothing.” 
“Cool, cool.” 
They stood in silence for half a minute before Howard spoke again. “So...” 
Evans kept his gaze on the speedboat in the far distance, hoping Howard would get the hint he wanted to be left alone. No such luck.
“Did you kill anyone before? I mean, a living person that is.” 	
A stone, unwelcoming face. “The other night.”
“Oh. Right on, that’s cool, cool.” Howard’s voice faded away, his nose twitched under his glasses, and he left. 
Solitude brought Evans great joy. He leaned over the white railing, intertwining his fingers. His M4A1 carbine was strapped over his light armor. The vest could take a weak bullet or two. Anything strong would pierce. But he wasn’t worried about bullets at a time like this. Unless of course the navigator following them was heavily armed and heavily dangerous. 
Teeth worried him more, but he knew a zombie was not in their neighboring speedboat. They can’t navigate. He felt sickened at even contemplating the idea. No wonder
I was transferred from the Marines. 
No one in the VTF knew the reason for his transfer, except Colonel Hutton, and he wanted to keep it that way. Not even his uncle knew the real reason. There is no point in telling. Flashes of his fallen Marines tore through his mind but he shook them away. It wasn’t your fault. It wasn’t your fault. 
He had to shoot something. 
Steadying his carbine over the white railing, aiming at their following friend, Evans knew there was no chance of hitting the target from this distance, especially with the wind. But he pretended he could anyway. 
“Everything okay?” Uncle Dylan stepped to his side. 
“We’re being followed.”
“Ah. Never a dull moment. Who is it do you suppose?” 
“Not sure. Someone in a speedboat.” He looked up from the reflex sight of his weapon. 
His uncle’s brown and gray hair flapped around as he played with his beard. “Jonny, if you want to talk—” 
“Talking is a luxury we don’t have.” He moved away from the railing, heading for the bridge. 
“I’m here, you know.” Uncle Dylan wanted to follow. “For anything, kid. I’m here.” 
Evans found solitude once more on the bridge. He wanted to put the yacht in full speed. The sooner he got to Camp Numark, the sooner he had his next orders. Maybe the Colonel had answers. Maybe he didn’t. None of that mattered to Evans. I need an order, nothing but smokin’ and jokin’ right now. 
When night arrived, Evans went back to the white railing he’d stood at earlier. Unfortunately, there was no chance of seeing the speedboat, and if the navigator were going to attack, he had the perfect chance now. But Evans would be ready. 
If he doesn’t attack tonight, tomorrow morning will confirm if we truly are being followed. 
He was thankful for a warm night. Warm nights were better for staying awake, and everyone else was inside the yacht. I’m the only one out here to protect us. 
Except Howard, who’d found a champagne bottle, finished most of it, then passed out on a lounge chair behind Evans. The bottle stayed in Howard’s lap and Evans thought about finishing it. A useless action. Howard occasionally mumbled during his sleep, usually about animals. I give my life to protect people like him. 
Evans would keep these people safe at all costs, for he had to honor Lt. Sampson’s death. 
Jeff. He needed his squad mate back. All these civilians knew nothing about anything, and Jeff was usually good conversation. Get here, brother. 
“Porcupine, why you in my igloo?” Howard mumbled in his sleep. 
Evans kept his eyes on the dark sea until he heard an approaching footstep. He swung his carbine around, and through the moonlight, recognized the man. 
Pat. Shorter and pudgier than Uncle Dylan, and he had a clean-shaven head. Pat said, “Mind if I join you?” 
What is this, my social gathering spot? “Sure.” 
“Dylan said you think we’re being followed.” 
Evans had expected Pat to start this conversation differently. “There’s a speedboat out there in the dark. It’s been heading our way for hours now.” 
“Should we accelerate? To see what it does?” 
“I think we should stop. Either he will come, or he will pass.” 
“Sounds risky.” 
“I don’t plan on missing,” he said, tightening his grip around his weapon. 
Pat laughed. “Dylan told me you’re funny.” 
“Yeah? How long have you two been fucking?” 
No laugh that time. “And
there is the other part of you.” 
“Relax. I don’t care where my uncle sticks it.” Evans created more awkward silence.
“The giraffe! The giraffe ate my jelly beans!” Howard slurred sleepily. He twisted and turned on the lounge chair, knocking the champagne bottle over. Pat went to pick it up, then returned. 
Pat said, “Has he—”
“Yes.” 
“All night?”
“Yes.” 
Pat took a sip of the champagne then offered it to Evans. He politely declined. So Pat sipped some more. “It’s quite warm.” 
“The night or the drink?” 
“Both.” 
I’m ready for this conversation to end. So he sped things along, bluntly asking, “Did you need something?” 
“As you so eloquently put it, yes, your uncle and I are fuh-fucking.” 
“Only a word, Pat.” 
“A crude one.” 
“If you let it be.” 
Pat sipped again. “Anyway. I have yet to meet his family. So I wanted to spend some time with you.” 
“Little busy right now, Pat.” 
“Yes, with our follower, who we can’t even see.” 
“What’s your point?” 
“Honestly? I don’t have one.” He left the champagne bottle with Evans and went for the lower deck. But Evans stopped him, putting a hand on his arm. 
“Pat.” 
“Yes?”
“When this is all over, how about the three of us get a beer?” 
Pat’s smile shone through the night. “I would love that.” And he left. 
I can finally focus. 
“Piggy, hi, piggy!” Howard flopped on his stomach, still sound asleep. “I love piggy. Ooo...Salmon.” 
Help me. The navigator of the speedboat never came that night. 
Evans had moved to a lounge chair to keep watch and by morning, the speedboat was only slightly closer to them. Enough of this. He went to the bridge. 
The yacht ceased to accelerate. 
Back at the railing and behind his reflex sight, Evans readied for their follower. Come at us. The speedboat, still a mere speck in the distance, moved closer.
“Albacore tuna!” Howard jolted awake this time. His dry lips clapped together. Groggy, he asked, “What—what time is it?” 
Evans gave him no answer. 
Howard went to his side, like everyone else had before. “Who is that?” 
“Not sure.” 
“It’s coming for us?” Howard’s voice shook with anxiety. The speedboat, approximately a thousand feet away, accelerated closer. 
Evans’s finger twitched behind the carbine. “Looks like it.” 
“Speeding, it’s speeding up?” Howard took a step back. 
Evans hovered his finger over the trigger. Not friendly. 
Seven hundred feet. Faster. 
“Too fast, it’s too fast.” Howard took another step back. 
Five hundred feet. 
“Get to cover,” Evans growled through clenched teeth. 
“Why is it coming so fast?” 
Three hundred feet. 
“GET BACK!” With a biting shout, Evans opened fire. Bullets ripped through the speedboat’s windshield. The navigator, masked in a black cloak, never flinched. A bullet scathed him but nothing slowed the speedboat down. 
Mother fuh—
Evans fired two more rounds, swung his carbine, and leapt for safety. A giant fireball ignited and black waves of smoke rushed across the yacht. The blast had thrown him down the staircase to the main deck. A sharp crack erupted painfully in his ribs. He clenched his side and cursed to the skies. Tiny flames ate at his arm but he brushed them off, his skin only lightly burned. 
Sprawled against the wood, Evans’ ears rang as he heard a girl scream hysterically. What the hell was that? Where the hell is he? 
Someone kept calling for the screaming girl: “Nicole! Nicole!”
The specialist struggled to his knees, armed himself when he could. Smoke rushed at his face, causing him to choke. His eyes watered. He pushed to his feet, clenching his carbine. 
“Nicole!” the man yelled again. Alec. 
Evans rushed through the smoke, sliding to a stop near the smoking crater torn into the yacht. 
The cloaked figure, the navigator of the speedboat, had somehow landed on the yacht. A black tower, the navigator went straight for Alec, who held the motionless Nicole tightly. 
Maybe it was because of his daze, or maybe because of the thick and blinding smoke, but most of his bullets missed the navigator darting smoothly from side to side. 
A giant hand wrapped tightly around Evans' neck. Lifting him off the deck, the navigator’s grip crushed his throat. Kicking his legs futilely, Evans dug his nails in his killer’s wrist. Desperate drool dripped off his lips. 
Lost air. 
White flashes overwhelmed his vision. Dark, lifeless eyes mocked his weakness. 
“Fuh-fuck you,” he spat a chunk of phlegm at the navigator’s face. 
A man’s scream came from behind Evans. Pat, armed with the hand-axe, struck at the navigator, yelling, “Get off him!” 
Weightless, Evans flew through the aftermath of the explosion, and shades of blue twirled in circles, and the cold sea was the last thing to touch his bones.



ALEC 
There are few beautiful things in this world, and I have the most beautiful one in my arms. Alec tenderly kissed Nicole’s forehead. They were lying together, tucked away in their alcove once again. He ran his hand down her delicate arm and wrapped his fingers around her waist. Her warmth crept into his skin. “I love you.” 
Nicole murmured and snuggled closer. “How did you sleep?” 
“As good as one could, I guess.” 
“Me too. Nightmares?” 
“No. Why?” 
“You were shaking in your sleep again.” 
The shakes came every once in a while, ever since high school. Nicole had grown used to them and they didn’t wake her as often as they did in the beginning. Thankfully. “Sorry.”
“No need to apologize.” She pushed off the alcove.
“Where are you going?” 
“I need some air. It’s stuffy in here and that smell from that cabin is awful.” 	
Even with her hair in a frizzed mess, Alec couldn’t help but smile at her beauty. Her hand slipped from his and she was gone. Dropping his head on his hands, he lay back down. So grateful for her. So damn grate— 
Alec was slammed to his chest in the hall. Smoke flew past the interior’s square exit. Nicole! He kicked to his feet and ran onto the main deck. Screaming her name, ducking through the black smoke, he searched for her. “Nicole!” Another explosion shot up, forcing him down to one knee. What the hell is hap—no, no, NO.
“Nicole!” Her body slid limply across the deck and he fell to catch her. Blood soaked her hair, running down her cheek. He shook with numb hands and squeezed her tightly. No. No. No. Fear clouded his vision and made him sick. She was about to breathe out her last — he saw it: the dark tower, the black cloak. Impossible. 
Alec clenched his fist, taking short, hot breaths. He couldn’t get enough air. The cloaked intruder dropped its hood, revealing a gray-haired creature with a gray beard. A dark scar ran vertically from its forehead to chin. The eyes were swallowed in black. The veins in its neck and forehead swelled under its flesh, flowing with dark blood.
Alec froze, anchored in place, staring at the Embracer. Impossible.
The Embracer’s face was an emotionless blank. The dark eyes scanned Alec and Nicole. Does it recognize me? Does it—
Bullets ripped through the smoke as Evans made his attack. The Embracer was so fast that in a second, it had a choking grip around the Marine. 
Pat rushed from the ship’s interior with the hand-axe, launching an attack on the cloaked figure, followed by Dylan. The axe sliced the Embracer’s arm. Black blood splashed on his face. Then Evans was suddenly gone, tossed overboard. 
“Jonny!” Dylan cried out. 
The Embracer made no sound or flinch. A simple stare lowered to Pat. 
“Patty, run!” Dylan reached out, searching for any weapon. 
 Pat yanked the axe back, ready to strike again, until the Embracer snapped a hand around his wrist. With one quick motion, the Embracer twisted Pat’s arm so hard bloody bits of bone stabbed through skin. A screeching squeal scurried from Pat’s mouth. He dropped to his knees by the Embracer’s waist and cast one final, defeated look at Dylan. A gloved hand reached around Pat’s head then abruptly snapped his neck. 
“No!” Dylan yelled, reaching for the limp body. His chest heaved out. “PAT!” And he charged at the Embracer. 
The hand-axe flew from the deck and launched right into Dylan’s leg. The doctor tumbled over, falling on his back. 
The Embracer stepped over him. 
Dylan’s sweat-drenched hair swung loosely as he helplessly stared at his Reaper. “One day, one day I’ll—” 
The Embracer struck a fist at Dylan’s face, instantly rendering him unconscious. It ripped the axe out of his leg, stepped past Dylan, and went for the yacht’s interior. 
Alec carried Nicole in his arms, running to the upper deck. Howard was there, cowering behind the hot tub. “What’s going on down there?” 
Alec ignored him and took his love up to the bridge. He was careful while lowering her down, taking care to not bump her many wounds. She still breathed.
You let her go. You let her go. 
Alec held her. She was so limp, so weak. He touched her cheek and with his free hand, tugged off his shirt. He wrapped it around her bleeding head. Her eyes fluttered open.
“Alec,” she whispered, her voice hoarse.
“I’m here.”
You should have gone with her. You should have kept her close. You let her go out there. 
“I can’t feel,” she coughed. “I thought I was dead.” 
Alec’s lips trembled against each other. “Stay still.” 
“Alec, if I don’t—” 
“You’re going to be safe.” He looked away, straining his eyes. She will die because of you. You should have kept her close. So damn close. 
Her bloody hand wrapped around his. “I love you,” she said, her face so pale as her eyelids drifted shut. 
You lose everyone. Hunched over, he stared out the bridge, out at the stairs leading to the main deck, out at the rising smoke. He pressed to his feet, stepping forward with vengeance pulsating through his veins. Time for you to embrace me, motherfucker. 
Outside the bridge, Howard held onto a lounge chair, examining a wood piece stuck in his ankle, ripped through his slacks. “I really liked this suit too,” he said as his tie slapped him in the face. “Where are you going?” 
Alec stared with a blank face. “We need to help.” 
“Help? I-I can’t.” 
A minor ankle wound. “You can.” 
Howard wiggled his nose. “What’s gotten into you? You’ve been hiding with your girl since the bar. Why are you so brave now?” 
Alec’s hands shot to Howard’s shirt. “They need us. Our friends need us. That’s worth being brave for.” He pushed off Howard. “Now, come.” 
“I-I–”
No time to waste. Alec went for the main deck and heard Howard’s footsteps reluctantly following. 
The yacht tipped to one side. We will sink soon. Alec slipped but gathered his footing. He saw Pat’s corpse and Dylan lying next to him, both sprawled across the deck. But he kept moving, right for the interior, right for the Embracer of Death. 
Then he saw him.



KALE 
Somebody please shut Jimmy Miller up. 
“All I’m saying is, I’m destined to write the story of the Great White Zombie.” Miller extended a hand toward Kale, illustrating with hand gestures. “Picture this, it’s Jaws meets—” 
Kale snapped. “Jimmy! Will you please tell me what the hell is going on out there? It sounded like a damn explosion!” 
Seated comfortably in the chair across from Kale, Miller rubbed his orange mustache. “Oh, right. Sorry, Kale, I just get captivated with my ideas sometimes.” He grabbed his holstered pistol and nodded. “Picture it, though. A zombie shark has a good reason to eat people. It’s genius, really.” 
“JIMMY!” 
“Right, right.” He stood by the doorway. “I’ll go get—” 
“Jimmy, turn around!” 
The Embracer hovered over the deputy. Grabbing his shoulders, it threw him across the cabin. Miller’s back crushed a wall. 
The Embracer focused on Kale. A freezing shiver ran down his spine. “You. It’s you.” 
Miller struggled on the floor, scrambling for his pistol. He got to his knees and swung it from the holster. The first bullet completely missed. Jimmy! The second scathed the Embracer’s cloak. Before he could shoot again, the hand-axe flew across the cabin, impaling Miller’s chest. Miller managed to fire one last round, hitting the Embracer directly. 
“Shoot it again!” Kale waved at Miller. 
The monster darted away, yanked the axe from Miller’s chest, and swung it down twice before the deputy could react. Jimmy’s blood exploded across the cabin and Kale had to cover his face as that strange kid he once knew from high school was hacked apart. 
The Embracer rose from the blood-drenched, motionless body.
 Jimmy . . . Jesus . . .
Kale’s back straightened on the bed, straighter than he ever thought possible. His eyes locked with those dark, bottomless pits. “You found me.” 
The Embracer took a slow step closer to the bed. 
“It was just a matter of time, I always knew.” 
Another step.
Kale quickly crawled on the bed to escape but a hand struck around his ankle. He grabbed at sheets with his one hand and kicked to break free. The grip tightened while long fingers clawed at him, crawling up his legs. “Let me go!” Kale cried and kicked and swung in desperation. His nails dug in the sheets as he was yanked off the bed and flung over the Embracer’s shoulder. He slammed his fist at the cloaked back but the beating never fazed his captor. As he was carried from the cabin, the bloody mess that had been Miller shakily raised his gun one last time. One shot, and it exploded the lamp feet away from Kale. 
The gun fell from Miller’s hands. 
You fucking missed, Jimmy! Kale knew he could only trust himself to break free, as helpless as he was. So he yelled, “Let me go! Let me go!” And he bashed at the Embracer again and again. Pointless. 
Then the Embracer halted. 
Maybe not pointless. 
Kale launched his head to look down the hall. His eyes ignited with hope. “Hell. Yes.” 
Jeff “Homer” Brennan had risen from his coma. Standing, his chest heaving, he held Dylan’s shotgun, and he stepped forward, his teeth clenched. He pumped a round. “Put him down.”



JEFF 
My mind, my soul, my body has been somewhere else. But that does not matter. What matters is Kale in the Embracer’s grasp and the shotgun in mine. 
“You had to come back for us. You had to.” Jeff backed a step as the Embracer made its way toward him. He was ready to pull the trigger, but he knew the spread would kill Kale. The expression across the Embracer’s face bothered him most. Or perhaps it was the lack of an expression. Does it recognize me? Does it even remember what it did to us? The Embracer kept moving forward, soon forcing Jeff up to the main deck. 
Blood and smoke engulfed him. Alec and Howard rushed from the upper deck but he kept his aim steady. “I’ve got this, guys.” 
“Jeff, how—” Alec started. 
“Stay put, Alec. I got this.” 
The Embracer leapt from the dark, still holding Kale. The threatening dark presence stood inches taller than Jeff, and Jeff was a tall dude. 
“Kale,” Alec stepped closer. 
“Alec, get behind me,” commanded Jeff. 
Kale squirmed over the Embracer’s shoulder. “Just shoot him!” 
I will kill you at this angle, my friend. 
Another step back and Jeff’s boots were soaked with water. The main deck would be completely flooded soon. They’d all sink. 
“We’re going down, Jeff, what do we do?” Alec asked close behind him. 
Take the risk and take the shot? Not a chance, not without—
A hand struck, wrapping a tight grip around the Embracer’s ankle. 
Dr. Dylan Evans growled to life, right before sinking his teeth in the Embracer’s flesh. He yanked back, mouth full of bloody skin and torn cloth. He spat it out, snarling, “I can bite, too!” 
Alive. 
The Embracer lowered Kale, giving Jeff enough of a clear area to fire. He pulled the trigger. The impact of the blast sent the Embracer flying back into the interior, back into the darkness. 
Kale fell on his chest and grabbed at his butt, howling, “You shot me in the ass, Homer!” 
Jeff lowered the smoking weapon and, smiling in relief, glanced at Alec. “Oops.” 
Dylan, struggling to breathe while looking at them, said, “There’s a life raft up top. We need to get off this bitch.” 
They ignored him, focusing their gazes on the interior. 
“You have to shoot it again,” said Alec.
“I know.” He edged closer to the dark hole. Although he could not see the Embracer, he took no chances. He unloaded and pumped and unloaded and pumped, filling the interior with each spread. A light stream of smoke rose from the barrel. Alec hovered behind. “I don’t see—”
The cloaked beast launched into them, splitting them apart like a couple of bowling pins. Jeff slid across the deck, turning on his chest and clawing at the wood to slow down. His legs touched water but he didn’t fall overboard, unlike Alec. His friend flipped over the yacht’s side but barely managed to grab its edge, scrambling to get a better grip.
Howard cowered closest to Jeff. His eyes were locked across the deck, watching the struggling Kale, who grabbed his shotgun wounds and crawled with all he had, trying to escape the Embracer. A dark glove hovered over him. Kale! Jeff twirled around, searching for the shotgun. He had heard a splash throughout the mayhem. Did I lose it?
As Jeff searched, Howard rose to his feet. He tightened his tie and straightened his belt. He’s not going to—
Howard rushed forward, the Embracer his target. 
“Wait!” Jeff reached for him. 
Kale stared from the floor, watching his roommate make his move. “Howard, don’t!” 
Howard raised his fists and a deep roar emerged from that scrawny body. “Get. Away. FROM
MY FRIEND!” He thrust an arm out, trying to throw an upper cut punch. 
It went nowhere—his fist dangled inches short of his target. 
The Embracer stared at Howard, as if analyzing a rare specimen, then slammed its elbow into Howard’s skull. Howard’s head snapped sharply to one side, and a gigantic red gash stretched across his neck until a red fountain flowed free. His body flipped to the ground, and his head hung on by slivers of flesh. A few twitches till his lifeless eyes died on Kale. 
Kale, his whole body trembling, screamed in despair. Spit flew off his lips. Tears poured from his eyes. He clawed at the deck for Howard. “No!” 
The Embracer whipped Kale in the air and flipped him over its shoulder. The gun, find the gun! Jeff scrambled around the deck, fearing the weapon belonged to the sea. He spun back as the Embracer made for its escape. 
Dylan lunged for them but the grasp fell short.
Alec tugged himself aboard.
Finally seeing the shotgun, Jeff dove for it. He rolled to his knees, pumped, and aimed. 
None of them were fast enough, and the Embracer vanished into the ocean with Kale.



SCOT 
The bark of a tree was pressed against his skin as he watched the others. They’d fled into the woods after the attack on the highway. CJ was doing worse than him, even though Scot had suffered more bites. My wounds are painless. Numb. And unlike CJ, he possessed the strength to stand. 
Please be right about me, Kale. 
The ailing CJ slumped against a tree across from him. Nasir knelt by the teen’s side, examining his chewed-open back. A vibrant mesh of decaying green and gray crawled up CJ’s neck. The rest of his skin was death pale. 
Gasping, CJ grabbed Nasir’s faded red shirt. “You have to end it. Now.” 
Scot had no desire to watch. He peeked around his tree to look at Kelsey. She was sitting on a log with Lexington. They’d all stopped for one reason only. 
They must leave us. 
CJ would be first, Scot knew. Then me. Nasir had told Kelsey she should move away, because it would do her no good to watch. 
“I can feel it taking over,” CJ said to them. His weak eyes landed on Scot. “Can’t you feel it, man? Can’t you feel it crawling through your skin?” 
I feel nothing. 
Nasir’s rifle hung off his shoulder, and he looked directly into CJ’s eyes when he spoke, weighing his words. “If you’re truly ready, if you know you are, then, son, so am I.” 
CJ’s lips shook with hesitation and fear. The answer appeared in his eyes, changing colors, changing into dead tissue. Nasir rose and aimed his rifle at the teen. “I’m sorry this happened to you.” 
CJ scooted back against the tree, curled in the dirt, and his eyes widened, and with what little strength remained to him, he pleaded to live. “Wait! Not yet, please, just, not yet.” 
Nasir lowered his aim. “When you’re ready.” 
Scot, for all the wounds he’d suffered, felt quite normal. He knew his fate, though, and refused to leave without a proper goodbye. “Can you give me a minute?” 
“For?” Nasir asked back. 
“I need to speak with Kelsey before, well, you know.” 
Hesitation appeared in the old man’s eyes but he nodded. “Make it quick.” 
Scot went to her, taking care to cover the nastiest of his wounds: the bloody flap of skin hanging off his bicep. He was death walking but he shielded the worst from her eyes. She sat up straight as he walked toward her. 
“Mind if I sit alone with her for a second?” 
Lexington nodded. “I’ll be close.” He gave Scot a long stare then stood with Nasir. 
Scot had a hard time looking into those green eyes as he sat next to Kelsey. He focused on the ground instead, saying, “Sorry I’m not my pretty self right now.” 
Kelsey sniffed. “How are you feeling?” 
Scot had to smile. “You should see the other guys.” 
Unamused, Kels looked away. 
Will you kill your smartassery for once? “I’m fine. CJ will turn soon, so I don’t have much time. I, I need to tell you something.” 
“No, Scot, I do.” She touched his knee, but he still refrained the sight of her eyes. “You have to know, I never cheated on you. You have to believe me before you—” 
“Kels, trust me, I know. You did nothing wrong. I screwed us up. I don’t know what came over me but I was too weak to face you. I didn’t want the truth. I thought of the worst possible scenario and tried to avoid it. I’m sorry I never gave you a chance then.” Her grip tightened on his leg. “What I want to say is not about that. Truth is, I’ve never really dealt with any of my problems. Avoiding them is what I did best, and, and, I haven’t been the same since leaving you.” He inched closer to her, still talking to the ground. 
Kelsey grabbed his pale, scratched hand. 
He continued, “And out of every problem I ignored, out of every person I pushed away, my only regret is one.” He found the strength, in the end, to meet her green eyes. He placed one hand behind her neck and he brushed her tears away with his thumb. His lips quivered. “The only one I truly regret is you, Kels.” 
A wind breathed softly around their bodies, and their kiss became the one light in all the dark that waited for him, and although his lips broke off her cheek, he brought them to her forehead. He refused to open his eyes, for this meant reality had returned, and reality would only last a few more minutes. His hand tightened around her warm fingers. 
“It’s not fair,” said Kelsey. “We lost each other for so long and over something completely pointless and now we’re here.” She had to look away this time. “Damn it, Scot, why do I have to lose you again?” 
Her voice. Her eyes. Right now, they are worse than death. His lips tightened and he forced himself to stand. He touched her chin. “You’ll be safe with Nasir. Stay close to him.” Breaking away, he focused his gaze on the rising sun, and he swore it was mocking him. You get to rise, and I get to be buried beneath dirt. He was angry, yes, but he knew there wasn’t enough time for anger. 
Scot returned to Kelsey. Autumn leaves fell gently around them. He took a deep breath as Kelsey grabbed his hand under her chin. Say it before this world is gone. Their fingers intertwined and he stared at those lovely green eyes one last time. “I love you, Kelsey. I always have. I always will.” His touch slipped away but it wanted to linger. He turned for the others. Leaves crunched under his feet. Each step away from her contained more pain than any bite he’d suffered. 
Lexington walked past him and nodded, placing a quick hand on his shoulder. “Travel safe, brother.” 
Scot kept walking. 
Three crows were perched high in the tree CJ was slumped against. Their heads twitched from side to side. Although the forest swayed, the birds were calm. 
“You, you guys want to know something?” CJ coughed, his voice rasping. 
“Yes, son.” Nasir readied his rifle a second time. 
“I was going to ask this girl to prom, you know, before all of this happened. But I was scared, like terrified.” More coughs. “I know I’ve been talking about sleeping with girls, achieving belts, but truth is, I was scared of them, of girls.” He lowered his face, dropping a hand to the ground and grabbing his baseball hat. He tugged it over his head. “I’d give anything to be scared of something like that now.” 
The bullet was ready and so was CJ. Nasir spoke to Scot without looking. “You don’t have to watch.” 
“Do it.” However, Scot did look away. He focused on the calm crows above. They are watching us. But the calmness died with a bullet, and the crows shot to flight, headed for a destination only a higher power knew. 
CJ was gone, protected from a decayed, meaningless afterlife. Kelsey unleashed a wail. Maybe she thought that was me. He too wanted to scream. He wanted to run. He wanted to rot alone. If I turn, I lose all control. What if I bite Kelsey? This must be done. 
Sweat and blood dripped off his palms as he pressed against the bark of his tree. He was hidden from Kelsey’s sight. The whiskey bottle leaned against the tree by his feet. He had no desire for it. “You do anything to keep her safe. Promise me that,” he told Nasir. 
The old man faced him, loading another round. “As long as I’m here, no harm will come to her.” 
“You tell me this before I go. What did you want with me? Who sent you to find me?” 
A readied rifle pointed his way. “Does it really matter now?” 
I suppose not. What good is the truth when you’re already dead? 
“We can wait until you turn, Scot. We—” 
“And risk eating Kelsey? No. You need to do this before I change my mind.” His body trembled. Short bursts of air erupted out his nose. His chest heaved and he shut his eyes. He forced his mind to a ready calm, and hoped his body would follow. Everything he’d been told, everything that had happened, was pointless. Kale and Jeff? Wrong. He prayed Alec kept his right mind and made Nicole his priority. Because none of them were heroes. They were lucky losers, always had been. 
And luck always runs out. 
“May this next life better suit you.” Nasir’s calm voice did nothing to ease Scot. 
This is the end. Holy shit, this is it. 
What gave him any hope, any security, as he readied to transport from the world he once knew, were those words touching his mind. 
We leave as four.



KALE 
A whisper awoke him. 
He saw nothing but darkness, felt nothing but heat. 
“Kale.” Something was breathing close by. “Kale!” 
Kale jolted and swung around blindly. “Who’s there?” 
Whispers repeated his name, quick and sharp, and the breathing grew louder, crawling over his flesh. He swung again. Where has it taken me? Where is this? 
“Kale, Kale, Kale.” 
“I know it’s you! Show yourself!” In a rage, Kale even swung his stub, ignoring the blinding pain.
A whisper grazed his ear, rendering all the other whispers silent. “Settle down, boy, you’re safe now.”
“Where are you?” 
“I’m not to be seen, only heard.” 
Kale slumped over on his knees. Everything went bleak for him. He waited for the voice to speak again. 
“That’s a good boy, Kale. You’re being obedient right away.” 
Kale launched forward. “Don’t talk to me like I’m your dog, fuck-face.” 
Something cold and sharp sliced through the dark, ripping Kale’s cheek. He spun back from the blow, feeling his blood’s warmth trickling down his fingers. 
The voice erupted with laughter. “Now who is fuck-face?” 
Great, a smart-ass monster, Kale thought to himself. He screamed out, “What do you want?” 
“Straight to the point: I want your friends. I want Alec, Jeff and Scot, and you will give them to me.”
“You’re dreaming if you think I’ll ever betray them.” 
A slimy spike impaled Kale’s shoulder. He fell on his back and a tentacle dug deeper in his flesh. He squirmed underneath, crying out, “Stop!” 
The tentacle let go. Kale grabbed his wound. This thing is an idiot, he laughed. 
“What’s funny?” 
“They were on the yacht with me, asshole. Why didn’t you take them then?” 
The dark fell silent. 
I’ve already outsmarted it? Kale let his shoulder go for a second, only to realize his hand was soaked in blood. He quickly applied pressure again.
“Your friends, ever since that day at the well, they’re not the same.” 
“Yeah, so what? I already knew this, even if they don’t believe.” 
“You don’t speak now, boy. You listen.” 
“Or what?” 
“Or I slice your feet off.” 
Kale quickly fell silent. 
“Good. Now then. You encountered a part of me that day. You encountered a part of me on the yacht.” 
“The Embracer.” 
Whatever Kale was in (maybe a room, maybe a well) shook violently. “SILENCE.” 
“Sorry.” 
“Yes, the Embracer. Only a part of me. Your friends were in the process of becoming my new Embracers. That is, until you rudely interrupted.” 
Kale fought to keep himself from speaking. 
“You see, Kale. I can raise the dead. I can consume the living, but, what your friends are now, well, I don’t know what they are. A transformation has never been cut off before, and I can’t find them.” 
“If you’re supposed to be some kind of super intelligent alien...you’re pretty dumb, bro.” 
A shriek ripped in Kale’s ears. He pressed his hand and stub against his head, rolling around, blocking the digging noise. Tentacles wrapped around his ankles and flipped him in the air. SLAM. Did he hit the ground, a wall? He was lost in this darkness and his body cracked on impact. Tasting his own blood, he asked wearily, “Why am I here?!” 
“Because, Kale, you’re normal like the rest of your breed. You’re not like those friends. You’re a pathetic helpless animal I will send to the slaughterhouse. Your world is done. It’s mine now. I’m the Eradicator of Life and you, Kale, you’re my next Embracer of Death.” 
There was hope in Kale. He didn’t know why, but he felt himself strong and he said, “You won’t win. We will fight back.” 
“You’re naïve, boy, plagued by your movies and your books. There’s no happy ending here. In a few days I have controlled more than half of this world. There’s only one threat in my way now.” 
“My friends...” 
“Yes, boy, but you will help me find them. You will help me remove them from the equation. Together, this world will be ours.” 
“I won’t do it!” Kale launched up, but being too weak, quickly fell to his knees. He heaved in place. “I-I can’t.” 
“You will. I will help you.” 
“I’m without a choice here?” 
How did this happen? How is this possible? We were supposed to be heroes. Perhaps there is a chance in all this. Perhaps this is my real chance to do good. Maybe if I play along, maybe I can outsmart this thing. 
Kale waited for it, this alien on his planet, this Eradicator of Life. And it said, “One always has a choice.” 
Play it cool, Kale told himself. He was his only ally now, and he knew he needed to be brave. He stared into the heart of darkness, wondered if eyes were looking at him. Was anything really there? He said, “I choose death over helping you. Kill me now.” 
“No. This will hurt.” 
Heat increased. Pressure increased. Shit, did I play it too cool? Kale squirmed, raised his one fist, and spun around, searching for an impending attack. 
It whispered, “Embrace me, boy.” 
“Go to hell!” Kale spat at a dark shape hovering over him. 
The Eradicator of Life swung, ripping Kale’s back, slamming him to the floor. He crawled with shaking limbs as an icy tentacle slid underneath him. Cold and damp, it wrapped up his chest, around his neck, broke his ear canal, slid into his skull, and whispered, “I am hell.”




 
 
episode four
EMBRACE 
THE PRESENT



ADDISON
A weak lamp gave his dark office a shaded orange glow. Muted flickers appeared before his tired eyes. In a desk drawer, he touched a flashlight, along with a silver single-action revolver. What have I done? What the hell have I done? It was the day the Vaults had opened. But something had gone wrong. They’re all dead? How can they all be dead — or undead — or whatever. And he
let
them out. Nothing could ever fix that, he knew. 
There was a muffled knock on the office door. Addison raised the flashlight without turning it on. He pulled the revolver’s hammer back. “Who?” 
“It’s me. Brody.” 
“What do you want?” 
“Checking on you.” 
“I’m fine.” 
“No, you’re not.” 
The door creaked open and Addison shined the flashlight at Brody’s face. “Leave me alone.” 
Ignoring this, Brody slipped into the room, resembling a cherub in a suit. “This isn’t your fault.” 
Addison snorted. The flashlight stayed on the desk, lighting the ceiling. He leaned back in the dark, keeping the revolver on his lap and opening another drawer. A joint stuck between his lips. “Want one? I’ve got a few rolled for this spectacular occasion.” 
“This isn’t the right time. Tell me you’re not drinking again also?” 
I blacked out twice in one weekend and he thinks I’m an alcoholic? “The world is ending and it’s because I opened the Vaults. If I want to drink or light up or blast off with some white pony, I’m fucking doing it.” 
Brody’s silence equaled disappointment. Not that Addison cared. “You never knew what would come out. No one did.” 
Smoke blew off his lips, flying over the light. “I suggest you go enjoy yourself, Brody. I brought about the apocalypse.” 
Brody stayed in place, plump and soft in his stance. “I’m leaving. It’s not safe here. You should do the same.” 
“I’m not staying, but I’m also not going with you.” 
“Where will you go?” 
“I talked to Sofia before we lost the phones, before we lost everything. She’s waiting for me.” 
“You can’t go to her.” 
“Why not?” 
“Those things are out there, Addison, looking for us. What if she isn’t Sofia anymore?” 
Addison puffed again, obstinate. “She is. She has to be. We had something once, way before I was recruited for this idiotic operation. I have to see if that still exists.” 
“What about the architects? What about your superiors? They’re all dead and you know what killed them.” 
Addison stood. “You say I can’t trust her but what if you’re one of them? How can I trust you?” 
“If I’m an Embracer, you’d be dead already.” 
Addison slammed his fist on the desk, dropping his joint, and swung up the flashlight. He tucked the revolver in his slacks and walked straight to Brody. The chubby man stood two inches shorter. “I’m leaving. I’m getting her. I’m going into hiding. I’m going to drink and smoke and screw around and maybe, just maybe, die a happy man.” 
“So hide and wait for this to blow over, this is your plan?” 
Addison’s response was filled with quiet laughter, “This is not blowing over. We’re already done. I, I at least want to have sex with Sofia first.” 
“I can’t believe you. At a time like this, you act like a child.” 
Addison grabbed Brody’s shoulder. “We’re friends. I want you to be safe. Come with me. We can hide out in a cabin and live, man, live.” 
Brody turned his face away. “I can’t. I have to try and save this world.” 
“How will you do that?” 
“You know how.” 
Addison let him go. “You want to put the fate of the world in their hands?” 
“There was never a choice.” 
“How can you know?” 
Brody’s cheeks puffed out. “An evil force is here and everything has an opposite. Those boys are that opposite.” 
“Those boys are four rich, spoiled brats.” Addison turned the flashlight out the office and down an abandoned hall. The supposed safe house had been abandoned by most. “I’m out of here. Good luck to you, Brody.” He pushed past him but Brody stopped him, grasping his arms.
“Do me one favor. One favor, and then it’s your life.” 
Addison looked through his fogged glasses. “Well, do tell.” 
“If you pick a cabin to hide in, go to Michael’s in southern California.” 
“Michael? You mean Maniac Mike?” 
“Yes.” 
He’s crazier than me. “Sure, I remember it. Ha, Mike was always nagging for us to go there. But why now?” 
“I’ve arranged for someone to meet us. But that’s not my first stop. If you could go, and see the delivery through, I’d be grateful. Mike is already there, I sent him a few days ago.”
Now this sounds like a trap. No one can be trusted. I know this. But alone with Sofia in a cabin...anything goes. I like that idea.
“When will you be there?” 
“If a week passes, I never will.” Brody nudged toward the desk. “You still have the boys’ files?”
“Yes.”
“Good, take them.” 
Addison sighed. “Brody, I don’t know if—”
“You can do this. You were the one who made the Vault code. You were the one who opened them all. You can help me save this world. This is what you always wanted, Addison.” 
Be the man I want to. Sofia would like that. “Who am I meeting there?” 
“An older man. His name is Nasir. Very nice guy. Maniac Mike will fill you in, but you’ll know the package when you see it. Take the files and go. Quick, quiet, and alone. Be safe.”
“Yes.” But not alone, first I must reach Sofia. 
They shook hands slowly, feeling the weight of this agreement. “I wish you the best, my friend. I’ll see you soon.” With these parting words, Brody Vitaly left. 
Addison packed a satchel with his joints, ammo for his revolver, a bottle of bourbon, and several protein bars. The last thing he searched was his safe containing only a manila folder. He stared at it for a brief moment before lowering his head. This is crazy. And I have looked into the eyes of crazy. Still, he took the folder, dropped it on the desk, and opened it with steady fingers. Brody believes in higher powers, in opposite forces sent to our world. He believes in fantasy. 	
Addison spread the four dossiers across his desk, and holding the flashlight in his mouth, he examined their photographs. Alec. Jeff. Kale. Scot. 
 
Hours later, Addison ran across a corporate building’s rooftop. Hunched over, he held Sofia’s hand as they raced to a luxury helicopter. Two men in suits stood outside the aircraft, unaffected by the whirring blades above them. One of the men slid the cabin door open. 
Addison let Sofia in first then followed. He strapped himself in a leather chair next to her. “I really do hate helicopters.” 
The two men in suits sat silently across from them. 
“You’ll be fine, Addy.” Sofia reached for his hand. She was in her mid-thirties, had caramel skin and thick black hair that hung to her shoulders. Exotic. Beautiful. 
The helicopter eased off the rooftop, taking to the air. Nerves ran wild in Addison’s hands. He stared at the two men. They each had thin, tinted glasses. Leaning over to Sofia, Addison whispered, “Who are these bozos?” 
“After the Vault architects were murdered, my company hired them for our protection.” 
“But you had nothing to do with the Vaults.”
Sofia turned away. “Not entirely true.” 
No. No. Addison yanked his hand from her. “Tell me. Tell me everything. Now.” He thought about the revolver tucked in his slacks under his jacket. He thought about Brody. Has she already betrayed me? 
“We helped finance the project. There was more profit to be made than just saving the human race.” 
Addison looked back at the suited men. They were statues. “You tricked me here, didn’t you?” 
Sofia leaned closer, staring at him with her golden eyes. “Trick you? You contacted me. You told me to wait for you.” 
“And why did you wait?” 
“Addy, really?” Sofia rolled her eyes and turned away. “You’re paranoid.”
“I have every reason to be. I’ve been tricked from day one. You know this.” 
Sofia nodded at the suited men. No. One of the men unstrapped himself and stood, pulling a syringe from under his jacket. 
Shoot them all, thought Addison. I will not accept another betrayal. 
“What the hell is this?” Addison jerked in his seat: strapped, trapped. He thrust a hand into his jacket and his fingers brushed the revolver, but the syringe punctured him first. 
 
Heat flushed against Addison’s face. Flames licked at his shoes. He jolted awake. Crawling slowly from the flaming wreckage of the helicopter, all his nightmares were coming true. First, an apocalypse. Second, millions, billions, of people dead. Third, Sofia’s betrayal and fourth, a helicopter crash. Fucking helicopters. I hate helicopters. 
The cracked face of his watch read four in the morning. He heaved himself to his feet, stumbled a couple times and hunched over, vomit flying from his mouth with a heave. All this for some stupid spoiled kids. Damn it, Brody. His hand shaking, he wiped his mouth.
Flames baking his back, sweat poured off his cheeks. His wire-framed glasses steamed, so he cleaned them with his dress shirt. He rushed for his lower back, relieved to feel the steel of his revolver. 
The flaming helicopter had broken in half upon impact. Addison wondered how he’d managed to survive. He cupped his mouth, shouting her name. “Sofia!” 
Past the flames, he heard crashing waves. He jogged from the wreckage and to a cliff. He stopped a few feet from the edge. Nothing but darkness, with the ocean far below. Backing a few steps, he turned and paused. A body crawled out of the fire. Fire ate at its melting arms as it reached for Addison. 
“No—no—” Addison groaned in fear as he aimed his revolver at the pilot. It moaned at him. “Screw it.” And he ran. His feet slammed on cement after he rushed off the cliffside. He kept running and never slowed down, wishing he’d stayed in his office or had gone with Brody. Anything but this.
Not much time passed before Addison ran out of breath. Too...many...Hot Pockets. His knees fell to the highway’s cement as he fought for breath. Through the dark, he saw a row of motorcycles parked outside a restaurant. Others were knocked over in a metallic jumble. 
Go. Addison stumbled to the porch. A creaking neon sign above the entrance said NEPTUNE’S RETREAT. He leaned against the door to catch his breath. Locked. He knocked several times. No response. Be grateful it’s empty. He slid down the door and curled against it, listening to the waves in the distance and closing his eyes.
The door opened. 
With all his weight resting on the door, Addison lost his balance and fell heavily into the restaurant. 
A young redhead stood over him. She knelt down, Tiki torches flickering behind her. “You bit?” 
Addison mumbled, “No, in a helicopter crash. Need water.” 
“Helicopter crash?” 
“Yes. Water.” 
“Weird, so was she.” 
Addison used his remaining strength to lift his head off the ground and look in the direction where the redhead was pointing. “She?” 
“Yeah, Sofia.” 
 
Later that day, Addison sat across from her on the restaurant’s back patio. 
“I’m glad you’re okay, Addy.” Sofia reached over a plastic green table. 
Addison leaned away from her. “You drug me, you leave me out there to die. What the hell happened?” 
“I drugged you for your own safety. I didn’t need you flipping out in the helicopter. I know you get paranoid in them. Didn’t do much good, though, the pilot was bit and he turned and crashed us.” 
“Everyone else?” 
“Dead.” Her hand tapped against the table. 
She’s hiding something. “Why did you leave me?” 
“I didn’t leave you. I couldn’t find you.” 
“Yet we both end up here.” 
Sofia tilted her head, eyeing him. “My God, you’re paranoid.”
“I have every reason to be!” Addison looked back into the restaurant, hoping no one heard him. He leaned forward, his palms on the table. A hoarse whisper unleashed, “I was set up. I was tricked into opening the Vaults. I caused this.” 
“Who tricked you?” 
Addison bit his lip. “I can’t tell you what I know but I will tell you this: no one is who they say they are.” 
“So that porn star in there isn’t really a porn star?” 
“That’s not what I mean. There are Embracers out there, Sofia. Embracers working for some-some thing.” 
Sofia leaned back, her brow furrowed. “What the hell are you talking about?” 
Addison scanned every direction. “We can’t talk here. Let’s gather some food, drinks and head out within the hour. There’s a cabin I’m supposed to go to. We hide there. Christ, I should’ve been there by now.” 
As he said that, Jacky, the redhead, let a new group of survivors into the restaurant. 
“More? Not more!” He stayed low on the table, hoping no one would really notice him from all the way inside. 
“How far is this cabin?”
“It’s close. You remember Maniac Mike? I told you some stories about him. Been there once. Never wanted to go back. But I think it’s our best bet right now.” 
Sofia grabbed his hand. “I’m with you, Addy.” 
You’re full of shit, but for now, that’s fine. 
Still holding his hand, she said, “Okay, well, let’s go inside, gather supplies, and head out.” 
Addison was about to follow her inside, but paused. He grabbed her. “No.” 
“What?” 
“Let’s sneak out here. Now. Tell no one. The more people we run in to, the closer we are to them.”
Sofia bit her passionate lip. “How do we know if we see an Embracer?” 
“If we see one, we’re already dead.” With that, they left. He caught a glimpse of some of the survivors. A young man had quite similar strawberry blond hair to one of the profiles he carried. But he ignored this momentary resemblance. Too unlikely. An older hippy strummed his desperately out-of-tune guitar near them, which gave more incentive to leave. So they continued on, heading for the trees, heading for the cabin. 
 
“Addy, we’re lost.” Sofia followed behind him through the woods. 
“I swear it’s right around here.” Though his own words did not fully reassure him, he felt they were heading in the right direction. “It should be right . . . aha!” He skipped with joy for the two-story cabin. His happiness was quickly cut off at the sight of the body: Maniac Mike, on the front porch of the cabin, his skull crushed in. 
“Addy, is that—?”
“Yes.” She grabbed at his hand and his fingers wrapped around hers instinctively. They took each step together. The front door hung open, scratched and clawed but not broken. Inside, a staircase led to the second floor. Addison remembered all the bedrooms up there. As they stepped in, to their right was a living room with one large, leather couch and several recliner chairs. To their left, a dining room with a mahogany table and like chairs. Straight ahead, past the staircase, would lead them to the kitchen and for the back door. He figured the dead broke in through there. 
After clearing the cabin, they rested upstairs. Sofia showered in the master bathroom as Addison sat on a gigantic, fluffy bed. He’d found a tape recorder in one of the other bedrooms. He remembered Mike had a step-daughter, or his girlfriend had a daughter, or something. 
The tape played, and a young girl’s voice spoke:
“I can hear them outside. My mom says to stay upstairs while her and Michael wait for the police to arrive. I don’t want to hide up here. What if they break through? What if I don’t get to see my family again? I’m close to going downstairs. I’m tired of waiting. One of them already almost got us. It tried to break the front door but Michael pushed it out. He was bit.”
Addison paused the tape. Maniac Mike was one smart, tough son of a bitch. If he’s dead, what are my chances? 
The voice of the girl continued, “A good hour ago. Since then, he’s been acting weird. I wonder if the movies are right. I wonder if you’re bitten then you turn into one of them.” She breathed and stayed silent a moment. “I can still hear them trying to find a way in. To eat us. I tried calling my dad, but our phones aren’t working. I hope he’s okay. If they break through, that’s where I’m going, to my dad. He’s a colonel. He will know what to do.” She groaned. “No. I should leave for him now. I can’t wait here anymore. I am getting nervous all alone. I’ll leave this tape behind, in case anyone finds it . . . my parents, my friends always wondered why I kept this old thing around. Now they know that—”
A scream echoed in the background and rustling sounds followed. The girl spoke faster, “In case I don’t make it, if you find this, go to Camp Numark in Oxnard. It’s only an hour drive from this cabin. Find Colonel Jack Hutton. Maybe I will see you there. I think, I know it will be the safest place—wha-what the hell is that?”
A long pause. 
“My name is Cassidy Hutton, to those left I say,” a brief pause, “survive.”
A thud followed Cassidy’s last word. Silence.
Addison shoved the tape recorder in a nightstand. She must have made it out, alive or dead. He lay back on the bed and soon Sofia joined him, wearing only a towel. Water gleamed on her skin, and he had every urge to attack her. But there was no trust, and with no trust, he had to be on his guard. 
They slept in the same bed that night. She kept nudging him, whether it was intentional or not, he had no idea. But he had to ensure his own safety, in order to retrieve Brody’s package, which never came the first night. 
In the cold blue morning, Addison stepped outside. He found a red bandana to tie around his face to help block the rotten stench of Maniac Mike. He grabbed Mike’s body and dragged it deeper into the woods. He had no idea if his corpse would attract others, and took no chances. 
By the time Addison finished, the sky was a bright blue. He made his way to the cabin, then paused. Sofia, wrapped in a robe, was on the porch. “I was scared you left.”
“No, I wanted to get rid of his body.” 
“It’s still early,” she smiled, “why don’t we go cuddle in bed?” 
While he contemplated that lovely, or perhaps dreadful, idea, a rifle shot echoed through the trees. Addison dropped to a crouch while Sofia still stood on the porch. “Get back inside,” he said and waved. 
“That was close.” 
“Will you get back? Jesus, woman!” Addison rushed up to the porch and grabbed her. 
“Addison,” she whispered, “what if someone is hurt?” She grabbed his cheeks. He stared into her eyes and was about to lean in for her lips when she forced his face to look east. 
Another rifle blast struck their ears. “Do you have your revolver?” she asked him. 
How does she know about it? “No, I was out here, by myself, unarmed . . .”
“Okay, smart ass, come on.” She pulled him off the porch and they headed toward the gunshots. 
“Why the hell are we doing this? Especially while you’re in a robe and slippies.” He hated that they were wandering off. Hated it. She looked damn good in that robe, though. 
She smiled. “I can’t believe you said, slippies.” 
They heard screaming nearby. Crying. Addison grabbed Sofia’s hand and pulled her down into a crouch.
“We should help,” Sofia said. 
“How about we hide here? Maybe they won’t find us?” Addison edged back for the cabin as they ducked behind some tall bushes. 
“Addy, let’s go.” She had such a reassuring voice. 
They snuck along behind some trees. Sofia peeked around first. Addison crouched behind her and cracked a branch. 
An old man swung his rifle at them.
Sofia stuck out her hands, and Addison knew she looked harmless. Please don’t shoot her. “We heard your cries, are you okay?” 
“Heard us from where?” the old man asked her.
“A cabin, a little west from here.”
Christ, Sofia.
“A cabin, you say?” The old man stepped closer, still on his guard. “I saw you two at Neptune’s. You left once we came. Why?” 
“We had somewhere to go,” Addison evaded.
“The cabin,” confirmed the old man. “I also had a cabin to go to. Been searching for the last hour.” 
“Wait,” Addison had to take a second to remember the man’s name given to him by Brody. “Nasir?” 
“Brody Vitaly?” 
“No, I’m—” Addison’s answer died when he saw the body behind the old man. He saw the strawberry blond hair, the pale skin, the slender frame. Scot. “Is he—is he gone?” 
“He was bit,” Nasir grimaced, “and we had to put him down. Brody never specified bringing him alive. I figured this would be worth some payment at least.” 
“We will give you whatever you need.” Addison stumbled over to the body, knelt and grabbed the lifeless head. The bullet’s entry wound was just above the boy’s eyebrow. And even though Addison knew nothing of Scot, he held the body close, because Brody was wrong, and this terrified him more than anything.



A LOST SOUL 
Wet sand jammed under his nails as he crawled out of the waves, falling to hands and knees. Kicking, groaning, hissing with a burning throat, his stomach rose. Salt water ejected from his wide-snapped jaw. He heaved and grabbed his stomach, fingers aching to a fist. His lips curled against his teeth and he moaned, rocking back and forth, wet hair splashing in the night. Choking on his back, his pain subsided for a brief moment. 
He savored the respite. 
A raindrop splashed on his face quickly followed by another. Rain showered his entire body. His chapped lips quivered, his tongue flicking for hydration. And as he soaked himself, those dark eyes haunted his mind. He trembled in place, hands vibrating over his chest, stomach burning, eyes watering. He rolled over. Ocean spilled out his throat again. He whispered to himself, motivation to keep moving. 
Voices. He heard voices over the roar of the crashing waves. Nearby. Salvation? Or death? None seemed worse than his pain. 
Dark eyes still stared at him. He snapped his head from side to side, attempting to shake the image, face pressing in sand. All he wanted was for those eyes to leave him alone. His legs wobbled to a standing position, fighting with everything he had left. The voices were close. So close. He reached for his ankle, for the knife sheathed there. He left it there for the time being.
He screamed. 
On his knees, his back arched in seeming agony, but no sound came out; he heard only waves, rain, and those voices. Water poured in his mouth, fresh water, needed water. His weak eyes landed on the moon glowing above. Somehow that sight gave him hope. But his stomach churned again, for the Embracer’s dark eyes still followed his every movement. 
Death could be no worse than this. 
 
The voices. On land. Closer. He unsheathed his knife and the blade shimmered in the moonlight. Strength found his feet. He stuck the knife out and it shook back and forth. Stumbling, fumbling, he continued on, closing in on those voices, those dark eyes always following, always haunting him. His legs gave out and he collapsed onto the beach. He groaned and moaned and forced himself. Stand. Move. Go. He readied the knife again and went straight for the voices. 
 
Silhouettes scattered in the dark. The voices were upon him. He launched the knife forward, tripping over his feet at the same time. Sand attacked his face and the knife was lost. He coughed, sand coating his lips. Scrambling, spinning, reaching, he searched for the blade. The voices were addressing him but he couldn’t understand. He just kept searching and finally his hands touched the handle of the knife. He kicked to his feet and charged at the silhouettes. 
“We have a gun!” one yelled. “Stop where you are.” 
“Jeff?” a different voice. 
“Kale?” another voice called. 
“Just shoot it,” a third voice stated. 
“Aveeayeahhers,” the lost soul tried to speak. 
“What? What did he say? Speak like the living or I’ll shoot, damn it!” 
“Eveeaars.” 
One of the voices pumped something and stepped closer. The knife was ready to strike the hidden faces in the dark. “One more step and I’ll shoot! Now tell us your name! Your name!” 
The lost soul wanted to strike but he knew that voice. 
Family. Life. His own voice became clearer. 
“Evans,” he choked out and collapsed at Uncle Dylan’s feet. Dylan dropped the shotgun and knelt next to Specialist Jon Evans of the Vault Tactical Force. 
Pulled close, his uncle brushed his soaked sandy hair, whispering, “You’re alive. Don’t worry, you’re alive.”



JEFF 
Three days had passed since the sinking of the yacht.
They had used a life raft to reach shore as the yacht was swallowed by the deep sea, taking Pat and Howard down to their watery graves.
As for the other survivors, the injury list was high, so they’d taken refuge at a medical clinic.
This clinic is our home while everyone heals.
Dr. Dylan Evans had his ripped leg, but used a makeshift cane to hobble around. Miller was still alive when they found him, though he was mutilated. Nicole had suffered head trauma and was unconscious. Jeff knew how she felt. After all, he’d been gone for most of the events leading up to yacht’s sinking.
Not all injuries the survivors suffered were physical. Alec became a silent, emotionless appendage, always at Nicole’s side, speaking with no one other than Dr. Dylan during check-ups. But Jeff needed Alec, his friend, with him to find a way to get Kale back. 
The clinic, located in Oxnard, California, was close to the VTF base, Camp Numark, but not close enough in their current condition. 
Jeff and Evans were the only ones in full health, well, close to full. Evans still had some minor wounds but none that would slow him during an inevitable supply run. Jeff hoped Alec would join them on the run, but the chance he would leave Nicole’s side was nonexistent. Still, Jeff was thankful Evans had made it to shore alive. They’d found him on the beach shortly after the yacht sank, and Dylan had almost blasted him with his shotgun. 
Three days ago, but it feels like more time has passed. 
Aside from the SPAS-12, their only weapons included Evans’ M4A1, his knife, Jimmy’s gun, and some scalpels. Both ammo and food were in short supply. We will have to leave this place soon, dangerous as it is. 
They had found the clinic with Dylan’s help and luckily it was empty when they’d arrived. Most of the streets, to Jeff’s surprise, were also clear. They had easily driven past stumblers and few sprinters were encountered. The world died so fast. 
The clinic was one story, with a waiting area and a thick-wooden door that led to a square shaped desk for the secretaries. Three exam rooms. Two offices. Two bathrooms. Small for the most part; the fact there was only one entrance provided them with a decent defense. Glass doors weren’t ideal for Jeff, but stacked chairs created a barrier to hide the survivors from the outside world. Luckily, there were no threats right outside their new, hopefully very-temporary, home. 
They’d kept quiet the past few nights. Jeff and Evans had barely talked to one another. However, with dwindling supplies, the time to discuss their next move had arrived. Besides food and ammo, they needed to rescue Kale. 
But how? Why did it take him? To where? Why not us? 
Jeff, in those restless nights, had determined the Embracer never recognized him, or Alec, yet somehow knew Kale. Because he was not in the well? Must be. 
The sun set once again. Jeff and Evans slept in the waiting room. They left two chairs for them to sit, the rest belonged to their barricade at the glass doors of the clinic. 
Jeff looked at the bruises around Evans’ neck. “How is it?” 
“Peachy.” He had his M4A1 on his lap while Jeff had Dylan’s shotgun. Three shells left, but he would make them count. “I’ll tell you what really bugs me.” 
“Yes?” 
“We’re so close to Numark. So close. We can go and get help and bring them all back.” 
Almost true. “I have two problems with that.” 
“Lay me the first.” 
“If we’re gone for long, they are helpless here. And if there’s an attack...I won’t have that on my hands.” 
Evans concurred silently. Devastation would flood his veins if anything happened to Uncle Dylan. 
“Your second problem?” 
“Numark. We have no idea what condition it is, or worse, if someone there was behind the Vault attacks. We—”
“I get it. No, you’re right. Stay here, recover, and then move on is the best plan. But what do we do about supplies? We’re running low.” 
“This city is spread out, but there must be a grocery store close by.”
“I’d rather find a gun store. This half a clip won’t last long enough and you’re rocking only a few. I don’t mind stabbing them to death, but I prefer to let my bullets do the killing.” 
Classic Jon Evans. “Tomorrow morning or the next, we move out for supplies. Until then, the bread and soup will have to do.” 
“Right.” Evans gave a curt nod and went up to their makeshift barricade. He tapped his foot a couple of times. “How many scalpels do we have again?” 
“Quite a few.” 
“Scalpel city. Hmm.” 
Jeff stood. “What are you thinking?” 
Evans smiled for the first time since the Vaults had opened. “We practice our scalpel-throwing before the supply run.” 
 
Jeff had trouble sleeping that night. 
During his coma on the yacht, his mind had been wide-awake. He thought he was in his realm, but he was in another. The things he’d seen in those visions haunted him. 
On the waiting room floor, he wondered if it was a premonition. He’d never believed in that future-telling bullshit, but then again, surviving a sinking submarine? Rising unscathed from a block of C4? The list went on. 
Whispered curses filled Jeff, and sleep became a deprived luxury. Perhaps fighting to sleep was keeping him awake. Stress. Fear. Whatever it is, it needs to go. 
Images of that unconscious-realm flashed in front of him when he shut his eyes. The area looked eerily similar to Oxnard. A grocery store bothered him most. Jeff was leading a group which included Evans. Scot was there. Alec, too. Miller was behind them, along with Jennings and Sadie. He wasn’t sure why, but that was the group. Kale was missing and a dark, lurking presence replaced him.
“Oreos, we gotta get Oreos,” said the Miller of that realm. 
“No. Canned food. Water bottles. Anything that will last.” Evans pushed a grocery cart while holding his M4A1. 
“I gotta agree with the deputy,” Jennings nudged. “Why deprive ourselves of tasty treats?” 
Everyone ignored him and split off. Jeff stayed with Alec and Miller, while Evans led Jennings and Sadie. He had wished Sadie stayed with them. He had yet to explain his nickname to either her or Nicole. 
Homer. The name brought nice, simple memories. 
“We have to find Kale,” Jeff told Scot and Alec. 
“Why? Guy is nuts.” Scot scooped cans of beans into the cart. 
“You know exactly why,” Jeff told him. “Right, Alec?” 
Alec had said nothing the entire time in the unconscious-realm. 
“But he’s such a douche-nozzle.” Scot grabbed more beans. Bean and cheese burritos were his favorite in high school. Soon he had a cart full of beans. 
“I swear you better not flatulate when we get back,” Miller said, and giggled while pinching his nose, and repeating, “flatulate.” 
They shrugged him off while Scot kept flooding the cart with a never-ending supply of canned beans. “All I’m saying, he did some bad shit to us also. He’s not a damn sain—” Scot flew from the aisle, bashing into dried goods. He grabbed his throat as blood streamed out. 
“Not a damn what?” Kale stood at the aisle’s end. 
“You—” Scot gurgled, kicking his legs on cold tiles. “You bastard!” His hand dropped from his gutted throat. 
“Kale!” Jeff shoved the cart aside. “What have you done?” 
Kale shrugged. “He was an asshole. You’ll thank me one day.” 
Jeff spun back for Alec. No. He lay in his own blood pool, dead like Scot. 
Black veins pulsated through Kale’s body as he flashed into Jeff’s eyes. “You let this happen to me, Homer. Why did you let this happen?” He grabbed Jeff’s shirt and yanked him down the hall. “See what I’ve done?” 
His victims: Evans’ gutted stomach, Sadie’s decapitated head, Jennings was impaled by three knives, slumped against produce. Miller? 
Kale smothered his sight. Saliva filled his voice. “You of all people, Homer. We were best friends. Closer than those other losers. And you let
this happen to me.” 
“I-I never wanted anything bad—” 
“There’s only one thing you can do now, Homer.” Kale released Jeff and with each step he vanished deeper into dark. 
“Tell me what to do!” Jeff reached for him. But his friend disappeared, leaving him alone in black. “Tell me, Kale. We leave as four. We always have. Just tell me what to do!” 
The last thing Jeff saw was evil crossing Kale’s grin as he whispered, “Die.” 
Jeff jolted awake, falling on his belly. He was in the clinic. Still night, and Evans was fast asleep near him. 
That dream, what does it mean? Is Kale a threat? No, never. I have to save him. He hurts and I can fix him. I can fix all of this. He was overcome by the temptation to leave right then and find Kale. I can’t leave them here helpless. He had bonded with Evans during their time in the VTF, and he considered him close, but his childhood friends consumed his heart. 
The waiting room door called for him, wanting him to barge through, rush in the exam room, grab Alec, and knock some sense into him. Yes, Nicole was Alec’s one and only love, and their relationship had his respect, but Alec weeping at her side was pointless. Especially when so much needed to be done. 
As Jeff relaxed back in the chair, restraining himself, he realized he shared the same thoughts Kale had back in high school. 
Such selfish thoughts. No wonder they left us.



ADDISON 
Blue tiles were cold under his skin as he stretched across a kitchen counter. A window above the sink had two boards across it. A crack in the barrier gave him a view of the backyard. Two graves. Nasir and Lexington lowered the dead teenager in the first and covered him with dirt. Sofia helped Kelsey dig Scot’s grave. The young man’s body was covered in dirt and blood. They bury their dead along with my hope. He was tempted to bring a blanket to cover the hideous image of Scot, but stayed in the kitchen. No point in anything now. They finished the second grave, and the four of them put Scot in the ground.
Warm water from a plastic bottle wet his mouth. Sofia left the group as they continued filling the graves with dirt. Moments later, the hall floor creaked behind him. “You can help, you know.”
Addison kept his eyes forward as she approached. “You know my paranoia, yet you insist on helping them.”
“You would’ve seen Nasir either away. If anything, I sped up the process,” she breathed. “Addison, why are you worried about an old man, a little Barbie girl and a porn star with a heart of gold?” 
He cocked his head to the side. “What they seem, what they were, none of that matters if they’re Embracers.”
Sofia stepped closer, saying, “You think I’m one.” 
Yes. But he said nothing. Addison lowered to the sink. Her hands wrapped around his shoulders and her warm breath blew across his ear. Her touch slid to his chest as her chin rested on his shoulder. “You can trust me, Addison.” The touch moved to his arms, down to his wrists, to his leather belt. 
A slight tug. 
Addison grabbed her waist, spinning her around, and yanking her close. They mashed their lips together in a frantic first kiss. She slipped her tongue quickly into his mouth. His focus was cut off by Brody’s face. Trust no one, not even her, Addy thought to himself, and this thought caused him to flinch away from her.
“What’s wrong?” Sofia touched his neck. 
Fire scorched his bones. “What’s wrong? What IS wrong?” Addison slapped the counter. “I’m being followed, hunted. I know it. And it’s you.” 
“Me? You came to me, Addison. You found me. How many times do I have to repeat that?” 
Addison clenched his lips. “You knew I would, didn’t you?” 
“Enough of this shit. I’m going back outside to finish the funeral. If you have any common decency, you’ll follow.” Sofia stormed out the kitchen before Addison had a response. 
Common decency, he chuckled inside, damn that day. 
Fifteen years earlier, he’d finished architect school. Later, he became a Professor of Architecture in Oregon. He taught less than two years before they came for him. He laughed at the offered task: Underground vaults to save humanity? These guys are nuts. However, not accepting the money would’ve been nuttier. And the chance to save mankind? He had to accept it. So he did, and was the youngest member of the Vault construction team. 
He’d asked several times how they knew the apocalypse would happen, how they were certain the Vaults had to be created. No answer was given. Just do your work, they’d always admonished. Addison liked getting paid like a famous athlete, so he soon forced himself to forget why. 
The underground Vaults — no one was supposed to get in, and no one was supposed to get out. But, as good as the money was, Addison felt uneasy. Much debate centered around creating a code to unlock all the Vault doors in case the apocalypse never occurred. The vote arrived at no code. The insanity of it all clawed at Addison for nights...until he went behind their backs. Just in case, he’d told himself, just in case. 
A code he created was his and his alone — until that damned day. 
Addison scowled at himself in the cabin’s kitchen. There was so much he did not know. The Embracers, where did they come from? What controlled them? Why did he build those Vaults if they killed everyone inside? They were meant to be sanctuaries! He smacked the counter again in frustration, glanced at the funeral outside, and forced his attendance. 
Kelsey was on the back porch next to Sofia as Lexington and Nasir finished Scot’s grave. Addison stood silently behind them in the doorway. 
“You were close to Scot,” Sofia said to Kelsey. “Boyfriend?” 
“At one time. Is that your boyfriend inside?” 
Sofia laughed. “No, but might as well be.” 
Shut up, you wretched succubus. Though to be fair, he still desired her physical beauty. 
The diggers finished with Scot’s grave, and he’d become nothing but bones in the ground. No hero. Nothing. Damn you, Brody. You gave me a hope I never should’ve had. 
Nasir faced them all, while Lexington leaned over his shovel, dripping sweat. “Let us say something for our lost ones.” He asked Kelsey if she’d like to start. Her eyes were on Scot’s grave and Addison could see weak tremors crawling over her body. “Very well, I will speak for CJ,” said Nasir, stepping to the other grave. “I didn’t know him well. Not at all really. We spent very little time together but what I saw,” his voice drifted, “indeed he was crude at times, but this was in no comparison to his bravery. We shall remember him by his bravery, and thus, we shall receive his strength. Rahmat Allah Alaik.” He shut his eyes for several seconds. 
Silence filled the forest. There were no moans, no stumbling nor sprinting feet, no screams—only peace. 
Kelsey found the strength to speak. “I knew Scot a long time. I’m lucky for our time together, even during the hard times. To have seen him—” She sniffed and leaned down over his grave, pressing her hands into the dirt. “Scot was, well some thought he was an asshole.” She cried a laugh and shut her eyes against the tears threatening to flow. “And he was at times, but he meant well. His heart beat in the right place, and I’m glad he finally got to show it.” She kissed her hand above the grave and whispered her love to him. 
Nasir addressed Sofia, even though he saw Addison in the doorway, “We’ve been moving enough these past days. I believe the time for rest has come. If it is okay with you, we would like to stay here.” 
“Of course, that’s fine. Let me ask Addy and make sure.” 
“They can do whatever,” he blurted behind her.
That night, Addison asked Sofia to sleep in a guest room with Kelsey. He needed to be alone. The bounty hunter and the porn star kept watch downstairs. 
The master bedroom was a dark orange, lit by a lantern on a dresser. Although the bed had given him so much comfort the previous night, he was now sickened at the sight of it and cowered on the wooden floor.
Addison had found a Smith Wesson .38 and an ammo box in the cabin. Maniac Mike’s gun? The pistol shook in his hand. A 2-inch barrel with five round capacity; he loaded rounds three and four. The fifth bullet fell from his shaking fingers. His neck twitched back and forth, a strong exhalation broke loose, and he fumbled to pick up the final bullet.
The shut bedroom door glowed, looking like an orange portal. He wanted to walk through it and transport somewhere else. Footsteps outside, a girl’s voice, another voice responding, then silence. 
Addison dropped the .38 on the bed and covered his face with both hands, rubbing his eyes under his glasses. This isn’t worth it. This isn’t worth it. 
With one hand still against his face, he dropped the other to the revolver. This paranoia, this hell. I can’t do it anymore, I can’t. His fingers wrapped around the gun’s small handle and slowly he raised it to his temple. You were wrong, Brody. You were wrong about hope. You thought that kid out there could save us. You were wrong! 
Addison touched the trigger. One pull and the nightmare ends. 
A gentle knock at the door. “Addy,” whispered Sofia from the hall. “Please, let us talk.” 
The .38 shook against his head. 
“Addy, please...” She touched the handle. Locked. 
One second and this all will pass. Leave, you can leave now. Addison closed his eyes and welcomed peace.
Sofia came to him, and her hair, lips, eyes, neck, breasts, hands, legs—all of her gave him peace. 
They lay next to one another at dawn. Her naked body was wrapped in light yellow sheets, dimpled back facing him. All expectations were exceeded during their first, second, third, and fourth love-making sessions. 
Addison wrapped his arms around Sofia, kissing her caramel shoulder. With every touch to her flesh, he thought about the .38 hidden below the mattress.



ALEC 
The bandage around Nicole’s head was thick and clean. Her face was ghostly pale compared to her usual olive color, and Alec thought her so beautiful as he stared at her closed eyes, and her sleeping face, and he wondered where her mind traveled. He gripped her hand, rubbing a finger over her skin. Screw the living, screw the dead, all I need is for you to survive. He needed her here, needed to hear her voice, needed to feel life in her lips. Her face had kept him going since they first met, since that day in the well, since losing his brother. 
If she were ever put beneath the ground, his own soul would be buried with her, and fear would cloud his mind, hate would fill his veins.
Dr. Dylan had told him Nicole suffered some head trauma but she should wake soon and be fine. Alec didn’t trust the doctor, but as he stared at her, he fought to keep faith or hope, or anything that would help bring her back. 
A light knock, and the exam room door creaked open. “Homer,” Alec whispered without looking. 
“How is she?” Jeff’s soft voice asked. 
Alec turned, his head low. “She has to live.” 
“She will.” 
“You say that, but you don’t know anything.” 
“I know this,” Jeff started, easing into the room and shutting the door behind him. A soft clank. “I know what happened to us in the well, it has more meaning than we ever—”
“Of all the things to say, when I’m so worried about her, you bring that up? Really, Jeff?”
“The Embracer came back, Alec. It took Kale. It—” 
Alec let Nicole go, pushed off a rolling stool, and snapped his face right in front of Jeff’s, staring into those ice blue eyes. “If we had some kind of power, Nicole wouldn’t be like this. Brian wouldn’t be dead, and Kale wouldn’t be gone.” His lips shook, his gums filling with spit. “So don’t tell me there’s a meaning to us!” He huffed and returned to the stool, rolling it back to the bedside. Sometimes, Homer, sometimes I want to gouge out your eyes. 
“Look,” Jeff said, walking to the black counter, next to the sink, “I know what you’re going through—” 
“No.” Alec turned to the side. “You have never been in love, not like this.” 
Silence behind Alec. Jeff had no idea what to say. 
“I’m preparing to leave soon with Evans. I know your help would be appreciated.” 
“Leaving for where?” 
“We need food. Hopefully find some weapons.” 
Alec had a scalpel in his pocket, ready to stab anything that came for the exam room. “I’m not leaving.” 
“Well, at least help around here? Keep watch and keep safe?” 
I’ll watch over her. “Sure.” 
“Alec, I...” 
“You can leave now. Good luck out there.” 
A soft breath slipped from Jeff’s mouth. He stepped for the doorway but stopped at the edge of the bed. He touched the white paper covering it, fingers close to Nicole’s foot. “I doubt you can hear me right now,” he started, staring at her closed eyelids. What is he doing? He continued, “But I did give you and Sadie a promise. My nickname, Homer: I wish the story was better. Back then, I said it came from my baseball skills in little league, but . . . truth is, I just watched a lot of The
Simpsons. Hell, when my addiction to South Park got crazy, I tried to get everyone to call me Cartman.” He glanced at Alec, then touched her ankle. “Anyway, get back to him, Nicole.” 
Jeff went for the doorway, when Alec stopped him. “Homer.” 
“Yeah?”
“Thank you.” 
Jeff nodded. He wanted to say something, but fought the urge. 
“Let me hear it,” said Alec. 
“Kale.” The name came quickly. “When we’re fixed up, we have to find him.” 
“Yeah, sure.” 
“He saved us back then, Alec. He got us out of that well. We owe him this.” 
“Where would we even look?” 
Jeff grabbed the door, searching for an answer. “I, I just know we can find him. We have to.” 
“You’re insane like him.” 
Jeff let go. “Maybe.” 
Alec shook his head. “Don’t come back in here, got it?”
“I need your help. I can’t do this alone. We leave as—” 
“GET OUT!” 
Jeff vanished. 
Alec slammed the door, hunching over with a hand wrapped around the handle. His forehead pressed against wood, his chest heaving. With his eyes closed, the room spun, but he forced himself to anchor, fighting to keep from screaming. If he could take Nicole and hide, or flee into the night, he would. But his body slid back on the stool and he grabbed her, alone with his love once more. 
 
Another knock on the door awoke Alec sometime later. Dr. Dylan hobbled in with his wooden cane. Without saying a word, he lifted Nicole’s eyelids, shining a small light as he examined her. 
“How does she look?” 
“She’s stable.” Dylan clicked the light off and turned to Alec. “How are you?” 
“She’s what matters.” 
“How are you, Alec?” 
“I’m dead without her.” 
Dylan rubbed his beard. “Look, what you’re feeling is expected, but what you need is to take a walk, clear your mind, and—” 
“My mind is clear. Why leave her side? What good will that do?” 
“There is nothing you can do for her. Only time passing will heal her. I highly recommend you—” 
Alec wasn’t interested in hearing what the doctor was recommending. He stood and went to the door, holding it open for Dylan. “I appreciate you checking up, I really do. There’s no need to diagnose me.” 
“Right.” Dylan cleared his throat. “Well, if you need me, shout.” He paused. “Actually, best to keep quiet with zombies on the loose...but you know what I mean.” Dylan limped down the hall, past the receptionist area, and into the exam room where Deputy Miller was recovering. 
As he pulled back to Nicole, Alec looked into the waiting room. Jeff and Evans unstacked chairs, clearing them from the glass entryway. 
Leaving. Why would they leave? No matter, stay inside with her. But Alec did the opposite. He went into the waiting room. 
Jeff’s face registered surprise, but all he said was, “Good to see you.” 
“Heading out?” 
“Yep, we’ll bring you back something good to eat.” 
Alec grabbed his arm, staring up at him. “Look...” 
“Don’t worry, I know this is hard on you.” 
“Jeff, I can’t leave her. I can’t lose her. If I do, I’m done. Maybe I’m weak for that, but losing her will crush me.” 
Jeff touched his shoulder. “I know, keep her safe. We’ll return soon.” 
“And about Kale.” Alec paused as Evans opened the glass doors. 
“Make it quick,” the Marine said and quietly slipped outside. 
“What about him?” 
“I’m thankful he saved us, you know that. But the chances of us finding him, I mean, Jeff...” 
Jeff smiled. “Our lives have never been up to chance. Fate guides us.” He went for the door. “Be back soon. Stack the chairs behind me, will you?” 
Alec stepped to the glass and watched Jeff and Evans leave. The streets had no sign of the dead. Across from the clinic, a curved apartment complex stood. A yellow fire hydrant glowed at its side. The fact that it caught Alec’s eyes left him baffled. 
Jeff and Evans disappeared behind some wrecked cars, and Alec whispered to himself, “We leave as four.”



KALE 
Sunlight stinging his eyes and a splitting headache crushing his mind, Kale rolled over, arm pressing against a hard surface. Gashes on his back burned. His eyelids were so sticky, almost impossible to open, and he wanted to cry. 
Heroes don’t cry, he reminded himself, and focused on his surroundings. He was on a roof. Wobbling to a stand, crisp air flowed around him. He overlooked a sprawling city. A line of shops faced him, abandoned, save for several stumbling corpses. A female zombie smacked and clawed at an overturned taxi cab. Food in there? Her attempts to get in were futile. 
He guessed he was at least ten-stories high.
A footfall behind him, Kale spun to see the flapping black cloak wrapping around the Embracer’s mammoth of a body. He knew he should be scared, but if it wanted him dead, he already would be. “Where am I?” 
The beast only stared beneath its dark hood. 
“Right, you don’t speak, do you?” Kale’s surviving hand formed a fist, not that he’d be able to vanquish the demon. “Why did you bring me here?” 
Silence. 
“Where is this supposed Eradicator? Your boss, right?” 
Silence. 
“Why be here if you say nothing!” 
Silence. 
Kale’s weak legs had enough and he slid to the floor. His stump fell on his lap, a bandage still wrapped around half his forearm. The temptation to grab things with it was more frustrating than the silent beast staring at him. 
When he looked up from his lap, the Embracer was gone. Asshole. His back to the rest of the city, Kale faced the ocean several miles away. Are they still close? Are they even alive? He had no idea how much time had passed since he was taken from the yacht. The last thing he remembered . . . the dark pit, the hissing whispers, the . . . tentacles.
A dream, maybe? A nightmare. 
A loud gunshot caused Kale to cower, and he peeked over the roof to see the zombie woman’s body slide off the taxicab. Another gunshot came from a sidewalk. A man led a woman and a young boy, shooting at the stumbling dead following them. The man forced them in the closest store, a shoe store. Slamming the glass door shut, he yanked its blinds closed. 
Kale counted five corpses, dragging themselves for a fresh food supply. They banged and moaned against the shoe store’s windows and doors, unable to see the tasty treats inside. I should help, I . . . 
Erica’s face . . . 
I know I can help.
His severed hand . . . 
I’m not weak.
Scot, Alec, Jeff . . . 
They don’t know what I’m capable of. 
Kale grabbed his forehead, fingers sliding up his skull under his jet-black hair. Thick, oily strands of hair stuck to his forehead in clumps. Bet I smell like a big ol’ pile of deer dung. 
On his feet again, Kale counted the zombies weakly attacking the shoe store. Six, a seventh was on its way. He figured they would break through the display window relatively soon. 
And I will stop them. Outside the building he had awoken on top of, Kale hurried across the street, ducking low. The store was the last shop on the street, behind it, a green park. Kale flipped around the store’s back. He caught his breath and went for a light blue door. Locked. He smacked his palm against it once out of frustration, knowing he would have to lead the zombies away from the front. A thick branch was the only weapon he found. He slid flatly against the store, inching for the front. 
Kale smacked the branch against the corner of the store. He tried to make as much noise as possible. “Come on! Yeah, you, come on!” He waved around, getting the attention of three zombies. The others soon followed. 
Kale backed away, yelling for them, “Come on!” His legs sped, twisting around, eyes clearing his front, side, and back. A quick turn to face the stumbling horde caused him to trip over himself. The branch flew from his hands. Shit! He crawled on the grass toward the park. 
The dead closed in. 
Kale snagged the branch and swung in time to knock the first stumbler over. He fought to his feet and screamed at the others, running quicker around them. 
A rotten hand swiped from the side, but a quick duck dodged the attack. He fell on grass, rolling, evading, and panting. Back on his feet, he threw the branch at the closest zombie and sprinted for the shoe store. Please let me in, please let me in. He smacked against the door and tried to keep his voice low. “I led them away, open quick.” 
No response. 
The moans were a good distance away behind the store. The zombies were unable to see Kale. 
“You have to open the door now, or they will hear me enter. Please!”
Blinds swooped up. The door swung open. A tall, lanky man wearing a trucker hat yanked Kale inside. 
They ran behind a shoe aisle and ducked in the shadows, staring at the light blinds. The man covered the faces of the woman and the child. 
Silence. No movement. Sweat dripped down Kale’s temples. I smell even worse now. The first silhouette stumbled outside. A second followed, moaning. They lingered in front of the store for only seconds, before continuing their decaying journey. 
The man released his grip on his family and grabbed Kale’s shoulder, startling him. “Sorry,” he whispered. 
Kale turned back. “All good.” 
“Thank you for that.” The man gave his hand. “Henry.” 
“Kale.” 
Henry got a good look at him. “Christ, kid, what happened to you?” 
“A lot.” 
“I’m sure,” said Henry, holding the woman close. “My wife Polly. This here is our son Benvolio.” 
Benvolio? WTF?
 
Night came swiftly. 
They hid in the back of the store, safe from the dead. The Wright family had few supplies. Food: granola bars, flavored waters, and an apple. Benvolio devoured the fruit. He was no older than ten, Kale guessed. As for weapons, a handgun was their sole protection. Henry kept it in a shoulder holster covering his pink and white polo shirt. He wore a trucker hat backwards, hiding most of his shaggy salt and pepper hair.
“Were you a cop?” Kale wondered because of the holster. 
“Me? Ha. No.” 
Polly and Benvolio giggled. 
“I take it you did something else...” 
“I, well, it doesn’t really matter now. I got my family this far.” He bit the granola bar. 
“He owned a fashion company focused on toddler clothes,” said Polly. She had shorter hair than her husband, brown too. She was also heavier, but much shorter. 
Henry crossed his hairy legs covered in cuts and bruises. “Where did you come from?” he asked Kale. 
Kale drank the flavored water. He despised the lemony taste, but his dry mouth and throat needed anything. “From Green Hills.” 
“This far, alone?” 
Kale twisted the cap on. “I lost my group a few days ago, I believe.” 
Benvolio dropped the apple on his lap. “What happened to your arm?” 
“Benny.” Polly gave him a stare. 
“It’s fine,” Kale said, unintentionally raising the stub. “I was bit.” 
On instinct, Henry went for his gun but Kale assured him they were safe. “The infection, or whatever, left with the rest of my arm.” 
Henry went back to his granola bar. “You said you saw us up on a roof. Why were you there?” He spoke with a full mouth, crumbs falling off his lips. 
I have no idea. “Wanted to survey the city, plan my next move.” 
“Thanks again for helping us.” Polly’s plump cheeks dimpled as she smiled. “We haven’t caught a break.” 
Benvolio played with the remains of his apple. “Why do they want to eat us?”
“They’re sick, honey.” Polly wrapped a small blanket around him. 
Eventually Polly and Benvolio went to sleep in the manager’s office, while Henry kept first watch. Kale was invited to sleep in there as well, but chose a corner in the main store. He curled into a ball, pressing his stub to his chest. Shivers ran across his skin. Frozen whispers swirled in his mind, but they were only memories. Was it real?
The Eradicator of Life, it had called itself. What had it done to him? He felt almost the same as he did on the yacht, full of dread. 
Something big would arrive soon, he knew. 
Sleep evaded him. The shivers, the whispers, the fears, and the wonders refused to give Kale rest. He walked through the lightless store, hand sliding against a wall, bumping shoeboxes. One almost fell over but he caught it and made sure to move more quietly. 
Henry was on a stool customers had used to try shoes on. He leaned against a counter, head nodding. Sleep wanted him, but he started up as Kale grew closer.
“Hello?” he whispered. 
“It’s Kale.” 
“Ah, can’t sleep?” 
“Nope.” 
“Pop a squat then.” 
Kale dragged a stool around with one hand and sat across from the Ashton Kutcher lookalike. Henry’s leg jittered like Homer’s had always done in high school. “How many have you killed?” Kale asked him. 
A long breath escaped Henry’s mouth. “Enough to save my family. They’re all that matters when the world ends.” 
But not otherwise? Silence between them.
“And yourself?”
Kale realized he’d yet to kill a single zombie. After all, being shackled in Miller’s cuffs never gave him the chance. But he had taken life. Erica was turning, I never had a choice. “One.” 
“Be grateful.” 
Silence again, until Kale went off, “The zombie apocalypse was a huge deal for my friends and I. We wondered what we’d do, how we’d survive, you know? Weapons, places for shelter, strategies and all that. We’d criticize choices made in movies, shows, or even our own in video games. I always imagined being like a hero or whatever. I always imagined doing more.” 
Another long breath. “You saved our asses today, kid. You’re on the right track.” 
“Maybe, but something is still missing.” 
“We’re alive. That’s all we can ask for.” A moan outside caused Henry to grab his pistol, but he left it holstered. Scraping steps passed the store and he eased his shoulders. “They terrify me. I’d sooner take a bullet before their teeth.” 
Kale’s stub itched at the word teeth. “I was arrested for drunk driving when this all happened. Funny, that’s not heroic at all.” 
“All great tales start somewhere.”
Kale sniffed. “I’m no great tale, just a stupid kid with big dreams.” My friends were always right about that. 
“Maybe dreams are all we have left. I dream for a safe world. My family needs to live in safety.” 
“Heh, could it be I’m the one to create such a world?” 
“Perhaps, kiddo.” Henry quietly chuckled. “Or maybe all those comics, flicks, and games have you brainwashed.”



ADDISON 
Their backs were pressed against the headboard of their bed as smoke drifted around them. 
Addison puffed twice then passed the joint to Sofia. What he really wanted was nachos, cake, and steak. Or to lie here with her, lovely and high. An Embracer of Death, Sofia is too beautiful to be one. Her chocolate-colored nipples were visible through a thin white tank top. She held the joint longer than he had. Always one-upping me. 
They’d met at the University of Oregon when she was a history professor before her recruitment by some corporation Addison cared nothing for. She’d been married at the time, and they were close friends. He even enjoyed her husband’s company, though he had to fight his desires for her. The divorce eventually came, as did she, drunkly sliding into his arms. But they were never intimate.
Something beautiful — this could’ve been something beautiful. 
“I need to rinse off,” she giggled. “I feel great.” 
He grabbed her hand, and although her flesh was warm, a sudden coldness soaked into his palm. “Why did we wait so long?” 
She leaned over and kissed his cheek. “We needed an apocalypse, is all.” She rose, bare before his eyes. 
While she showered, Addison felt too uneasy. Now that I’ve fucked her, my mind is clear again. He was a paranoid man, sure, but something was wrong. 
He scrambled under the bed for the .38. He’d left it in easy reach, in case she showed her true form. Knees on wood, he steadied his aim over the bed, aiming right at the bathroom door. He listened to the shower and wondered, What if she’s human?
He puffed again, leaving the joint between his lips as he fought his second guesses. Too many what-ifs for him. A part of Addison felt sick for having sex with her before killing her. But she had to go. It was either him or her. 
While listening to the running water, he organized the evidence. She’d been involved with the Vaults without telling him. She’d waited for him while the world crumbled, when safety was easily available. She’d left him at the helicopter crash site. She is an Embracer! But what would an Embracer still need with him? The masquerade to open the Vaults had already happened. His job was done. What if she loves me?
The shower ended. Shoot to kill or don’t shoot at all. 
Maybe let her make the first mistake—
Maybe wait for Brody— 
Maybe kill all threats—
Maybe.
A knock on the bedroom door. A slip of the finger against the trigger. A gunshot rang out sharply. He fell on his ass and dropped the gun as Nasir rushed inside the room. Addison scrambled to his knees. The bathroom door was open and Sofia grabbed her blood-soaked towel. Her eyes were wide with shock as she looked at Addison. “Addy?” she said before falling. 
Nasir dropped next to her and applied pressure to her stomach. “Lex!” 
The hulking porn star hopped over the bed as Addison stared in shock. He snagged the .38 and pinned the professor against cushion. 
“How is she?” Lexington’s voice boomed the question to Nasir. 
“Bleeding bad.” 
“Let me see her,” said Addison, struggling beneath his guard Lex. “What color is her blood?!” 
“Keep him there,” Nasir ordered. 
“Why’d you shoot her, man?” Lexington had Addison’s arm wrapped around his back. “Why?” 
“She’s not her.” 
“What?” 
Face smashed against the mattress, Addison wheezed, “The likelihood of you understanding is none.” 
“Try me.” 
“Kelsey!” Nasir yelled for her. 
Addison wished he could see Sofia’s condition but his head was locked. The blood. I have to see her blood. 	
The young blonde arrived and Nasir had her fetch rope. Tying me up? Why? 
Addison soon found himself in the living room, hands bound to the arms of a wooden chair, ankles constricted together, duct tape stuck to his mouth. It was an accident, an accident! But deep down the desire to fire the shots had burned. 
He sat alone with tear-filled eyes. She has to be one, she has to. The damn gun had been too heavy for his hands minutes earlier, and the nerves that ran through it had caused the shots to go off. She can’t die, she can’t. 
Steps leading to the second floor creaked until Nasir appeared around a corner, passing the front door and entering the living room. “What possessed you to do that?” 
Addison’s sweat drenched head leaned back and he shut his eyes to the ceiling. More footsteps around him. He mumbled beneath tape until Lexington yanked it off. He shouted in pain, “Argh, you horse’s ass!” 
Lexington raised a fist but Nasir waved him off. He knelt by the chair, dressed in a blue and red plaid shirt and torn slacks. Sweat covered his tan face as well. “Why did you shoot her?” 
“Is she-is she dead?” 
“You answer me.” 
“Her blood, what color is it?” 
“ANSWER ME.” 
Addison’s ears vibrated. “Do you,” he sighed, “do you have any idea what caused this to happen?” 
Nasir stood straight, crossed his arms. “Do you?” 
“Yes, well, sort of.” 
“So tell us.” Lexington stepped closer.
“I.” His chin touched his chest. “I’m not even sure where to begin...” He very well did, but what if they were Embracers? What if they all were? 
Nasir’s voice calmed. “Try.”
Addison shut his eyes, ready for whatever would happen next. “No.” 
“Very well.” Duct tape smothered his lips and the room went dark as he was covered by silk. A pillowcase, he assumed. 
“Let’s take care of her; forget him for now.” 
Footsteps and they were gone. 
Addison wiggled in the chair, a futile attempt to break free. A few more days and Brody would arrive. They will want answers sooner. His only choices were to find a way free, or spill it all. He couldn’t trust anyone but himself, or so he wanted to believe. How can I trust myself when I’m losing my mind? Perhaps they’d be better off with his knowledge. Perhaps his purpose had ended the day he opened the Vaults. 
More wiggling. 
He’d never told Brody the whole story about why he decided to open his creations, about who came to him. His very existence had been threatened, and being a weak man, he’d caved in. 
More wiggling. 
He’d drunk his fair share of gin that night, running through the alleys, making his way home. A man always followed him, cloaked in darkness. For almost three months, Addison had been tailed by this man. Don’t open the Vaults, he had to keep telling himself. But the darkness lingered around every corner, suffocating him, consuming him. 
More wiggling.
The endless notes, calls, emails, had all said the same thing: OPEN THEM. SAVE THEM. The world had seemed to forget about their fellow humans, trapped beneath the earth...but Addison was constantly reminded, every second, every day. 
More wiggling. 
I wasn’t a hero building those Vaults. I thought opening them would change that. And so he’d done what he thought best, or perhaps what his weak mind desired. 
The sole question he had left, the sole unknown fact eating at his mind: how were the Vault inhabitants changed into flesh-eating animals? 
An answer worth living for. 
He ceased wiggling as footsteps returned. When the pillowcase flopped off, both Nasir and Lexington stood over him. 
Addison mumbled beneath the tape before the rip. “Garrhhh,” he said, dropping his head. He breathed his way to their eyes. “Is she dead?” 
“No.” Nasir grabbed Addison’s arms. “She will live.” 
Relief or fear, one of those feelings filled him. “So you’re a medical expert also?”
“My skills are not your concern. She is fine. We move on to you.”
“What about me?” 
Lexington poked Addison’s head. “We need everything in there.”
“Before I answer you, and I will answer you,” he said, looking at them both, “tell me why you must know.” 
Lexington snorted. “More of a want-to know basis than a must-know.” 
“Neither.” Nasir stood straight. “We deserve some truth, the last thing worth surviving for.”
Right. “I don’t suppose you’ll untie me first?” 
“No,” came the quick reply. 
“Well, I see no point in lying to a bounty hunter and a porn star. You both seem harmless.” By their faces, he figured they were surprised by such easy cooperation. “So, I’ll begin by saying that—” 
The front door blew open. Nasir ducked and spun. Leaves flew inside off the porch. The old man raised his rifle, slamming against the living room door, aiming at the entrance. It seemed few things would spark such fear in Nasir, but looking at his eyes, whatever was at the door had done just that. 
“What is it?” asked Lexington. 
“How?” Nasir lowered his rifle, dumbfounded. “Are you...” 
His pale body stepped inside, revealing itself to the shocked inhabitants of the living room. 
Nasir gripped the rifle tight. “Not another move.” 
Addison had seen the stiff carcass buried. He’d seen it buried, and now it stood before them all. 
Brody, Brody, my God, you were . . . 
Beyond clumps of mud sticking to his face, Scot’s blue eyes glossed bright. “When you guys are done staring, I need a whiskey.”



SCOT 
He pressed his hands on a leather couch in the living room of the cabin. Mud stuck underneath his fingernails. My sorrowful excuse for a life ended. Something wants me back.
Clawing his way from the grave had been no easy task. When his arms broke the surface, when his eyes saw the world once again, he thought he had turned. But with each step taken closer to the cabin, passing CJ’s baseball cap over the teen’s grave, passing the empty whiskey bottle over his own, he felt more alive. He even laughed at himself that the bottle was his tribute. Well deserved, I suppose. 
While he was on the couch, Nasir handed him a water bottle. His lips were so chapped, his mouth so dry, touching the plastic hurt, even after rising from the dead. He looked like a zombie, certainly, and thanked Nasir for not putting another bullet in him. 
“I’m having a hard time wrapping my head around this.” Lexington paced back and forth, hulking arms crossed. 
“Well, at least you weren’t shot in the head.” Scot drank again. He preferred whiskey over water, but the others never granted his request. Maybe it was for the best. He’d been resurrected, and with it, a fresh start. A bullet to the brain had to equal change. “Kelsey, is she—?”
“She’s okay, upstairs, tending to Sofia.” 
“What’s a Sofia?” 
“She’s one of them,” growled a man he did not recognize. They called him Addison. 
Nasir waved him off. “How are you here? I watched you die.” 
“I-I...” his voice trailed, searching for a starting point. “I’m not dead, or undead, or... I’m something else.” 
“That is clear.” 
Addison wiggled in the chair next to the couch. “You have to kill her upstairs. You have to do it right now.” 
“What is this guy going on about?” Scot drank from the water bottle, keeping his eyes on Addison. 
The mad man stared from behind his glasses, face and body still, falling into a deep examination, analyzing every part of Scot. Awkward. “Now more than ever, we have to ensure our safety. Sofia is a threat to us all, especially to him.” Addison nodded at Scot, speaking calmer, saner. “Please, you have to listen to me.” 
“Everyone breathe. A lot of explaining will happen.” Nasir hung the rifle on his back. “Let’s start with you, Professor. Yes, I recognize you from all those interviews. You helped construct our Vaults.” 
“I did.” 
“What happened?” Lexington asked him.
“Death, rather than life, happened.”
“What turned those people?”
“That, I do not know. But what I do know is some force, be it an alien or spiritual, or a freak of nature, some force came to our planet. It caused this all to happen.” 
“You believe Sofia to be this force?” 
“No, well,”—Addison raised his head, breathing—“I believe she is part of it. They are Embracers of Death, you see.” 
The room froze. 
Life-stricken, dark eyes tore at Scot’s soul — the same eyes from high school. He never thought he’d hear that name again. He’d fought so hard to forget it. 
Kale and Jeff — right all along? 
He decided to keep his first-hand knowledge silent. 
“Embracers of Death?” Lexington laughed. “With that name, I know you’re making this up.” 
“I’m not!” Addison clenched his fists, white-knuckled. “She will come after him.” He gave a quick nod to Scot. 
His stomach turned. More than one of them?
“Why him?” 
“Because he’s the only one who can rescue this world. You see, Brody Vitaly hired you to bring him here because he wants to save us more than anything, and this kid is his key. I should’ve taken his words steady, but I thought him crazed like everyone else.” He looked at Lexington. “I guess, insane like myself.” 
“This, this doesn’t sound real, or possible. It’s downright preposterous.” Lexington rubbed his shiny head. 
“Most people hate the truth,” said Addison. 
Nasir stepped closer to the couch. “This boy is special, which should be clear to everyone. But we can’t go shooting people randomly, even if you believe her to be this thing you call an Em—” 
The stairs creaked until she was standing in the doorway. Her emerald eyes were a treasure to behold, pulling him to his feet. Kelsey looked too weak, too shocked to move from the hall. I terrify her — a fate worse than death. 
Stepping closer to her, Scot gave one bloody, dirty, petrifying smirk. 
Nasir blocked his path. “You stay on the couch.” 
“Nasir,” Kelsey said, coming to his side, “I think he’s okay.” 
“Dear, you don’t have to be exposed to this.” 
“I can handle him in any state.” 
Scot realized he should’ve given her more credit. He released a heavy breath. “I...” His voice lowered as he reached for her. 
Kelsey squirmed at Scot’s red and brown stained hand. He was a walking corpse, and would have done the same. 
Nasir stayed between them. 
Scot lowered his hand. “Kelsey, it’s me. You know me. Please understand I won’t hurt you.” 
Kelsey stepped around Nasir, scanning Scot’s body. “This is...you...are we in a dream?” 
With calm in his eyes, he said, “We left a nightmare.”
 
A lantern on the counter gave the bathroom a sickly orange glow. Cold water fell over Scot’s body as he pressed against tiles, hands outstretched over his head. Dirt washed off his body, cleaning him to his normal slender paleness. He kept his eyes shut, flinching as drops hit his bullet wound. The skin over his skull wrapped into itself, sewing itself, healing itself. 
The water died. Ripping the shower curtain open, with trembling feet he stepped on cold floor as he snatched a towel off the closed seat of the toilet. It felt soft against his face, then he wrapped it around his waist. Opening his eyes, he stared at his reflection in the bathroom mirror. His bullet wound had quickly become a fresh, hairless scar. He wrapped a bandage around his skull to block the gruesome scar from Kelsey’s eyes. 
After dressing himself with clothes found in the master bedroom, jeans and a collared plaid shirt, Scot went to a guest room. He stood in the doorway, peeking around the corner. 
Kelsey sat straight, legs off a bed, facing him. “Everything okay?”
“I think so. All we need now is sleep.” 
“I’ve been fighting to stay awake.” 
“You didn’t have to wait for me.” He moved into the room. 
“I wanted to.” She swung her legs on the bed, eyes following him as he sat on a bed across from her.
“I don’t want to scare you.” 
Kelsey made room on the bed, motioning for him to join. “Lie with me.” 
Scot’s face was still before his lips shot apart and he shoved off his bed in excitement. 
“Did it heal already?” Kelsey was staring at the bandage around his head as he joined her.
“Yeah, I guess.” 
“Why the bandage?” 
“I look gross. You don’t want to see it.” 
“I want to. I was shocked to see you alive, but that doesn’t mean I’m afraid of you.” She started unwrapping it but he stopped her. 
“Should we leave it on?” 
“You heal so fast, though.” 
“I know, but it’s weird. Sometimes I hurt myself and the wound stays forever. But this one,”—lying lower than her, he lifted his head—“I had to get back to you, Kels.” 
She touched his cheek, such a warm touch, and she inched closer, giving him the lightest kiss to his forehead. A soothing whisper covered him, “We have forever to talk. Let’s sleep.” 
The lantern’s light vanished and Scot lay there wide-awake, even with the comfort of her body close. She had quickly fallen asleep. He’d do the same eventually, he trusted. 
His grave had never given him rest during his dead days. He’d been awake, or at least awake with his thoughts, trying to survive in another world, another realm, trying to survive with them. 
Alec. Kale. Jeff. 
Damn it, they were meant for something greater, and a bullet to the head finally gave Scot that realization. He thought maybe change would come, forming him into the man he should’ve always been. 
As his eyes grew heavy, as he rolled over and wrapped around Kelsey, a woman’s silhouette stood in the hallway, staring at him through the dark. 
Scot launched forward with outstretched arms, flailing for the lantern. With the light came clear sight, showing an empty hall. 
Kelsey woke up from the commotion. “What is it?” 
“I—” Scot’s bare chest heaved, his heart speeding.
“Scot?” She sat up, staring at the hall with him. 
“Thought I saw something. Must’ve been nothing.” 
Kels lowered to her pillow, pulling Scot down with him. “It’s okay to be scared. But you’re not alone anymore.” She whispered, “I’ll keep you safe.” 
Grabbing Kelsey’s hand, Scot pressed his back against her, enjoying her as his big spoon. She held him in the dark, giving his eyes the anchors they needed to sink beneath sleep, and the hell they lived in lifted closer to heaven.




 
five years earlier



THEM 
”Tell me something, Scotty. Do you believe in fate?”
The two high school seniors stood at an intersection. School had just ended. Hordes of other students walked in every direction, making their way to their cars, parents, or homes. The afternoon sky was warm, bright. Scot looked down at Kale, standing a couple of inches taller, still growing at the age of seventeen. 
Three years had passed since their encounter with the Embracer of Death. The media frenzy, the interviews, the police reports, had all died down. The world was more concerned with the impending apocalypse. The Vault lottery had been announced days earlier. Scot and his friends didn’t know anyone who’d won.
“Fate? Why are you asking me this?” Scot responded. 
“I’ve been thinking lately, about, you know—” 
Scot pulled his backpack tighter. “You’re talking about it, again. You know I don’t want to. I can’t.” 
“Homer talks to me about it.” 
“Yeah, well, I’m not Jeff. Neither is Alec. You should respect us and let us be.” 
Kale huffed. “Something big happened. I saved your asses, now the least you can do is—” 
Scot was shoved from behind. He flailed forward, crashing to the concrete of the road. He lifted his cut face off the ground, swinging his head to the side. No incoming cars. Behind him, he heard Kale yell. 
“Damn you, Tug!” He shoved Tug Plowsky: the terrorizing bully who should’ve graduated already but preferred to be a stereotypical mongrel that created a living hell for others. 
“Hey, I didn’t know he’d fly that far. Kid is a rail!” 
Kale pushed his face up to Tug and shoved him again. “Yeah, well you look like a giant Q-tip, asshole.” 
The surrounding crowd laughed at the bully. 
Tug’s face flushed red and he grabbed his bleach blonde curly fro. “Not cool, man, you know I have a vitamin deficiency!” He cowered away with his head down, sulking. 
Kale pulled Scot to his feet. “You okay?” 
Scot’s face was as red as Tug’s. He fought to keep his eyes from the crowd. “He’s going to give it to me harder now. Thanks.” 
“Just stand up to him. He’s weak.” Kale swiped dirt off Scot’s sleeve. 
“He’s bigger than me.” 
“Yeah, well, he’s bigger than me and I got rid of that weasel.” 
“I’m going home.” 
“Dude, come to the mall with me. Jeff and Alec are there getting smoothies.” His voice turned soft, soothing Scot like a fluffy comforting pillow. “Smoothie will make you feel better, you want?” 
Scot quickly nodded twice. “I want a smoothie.”
 
Outside the smoothie shop, Jeff stared at a plastic table, silent with Alec. Alec was busy replying to a text from Nicole. “You okay, bro?” he asked, even with his eyes focused on his phone. 
Jeff shook up. “Huh? Yeah.” 
“What’s going on? Why did you want to meet up?” 
“I feel...I feel like we’re slipping away from each other.” 
Alec gave a half-smile. “I suppose that’s true, but we’ve all been busy figuring out what the hell to do with ourselves after high school. Plus, things with Nicole—” 
“Everything okay with her?” 
“Yeah, yeah, I just, I’ve never felt like this about someone before.” 
“You going to marry her?”
Alec snorted. “I’m only eighteen.” 
“Why would age matter if the feelings are there?” 
“Damn, Homer, when did you get so wise?” 
Might as well tell him now. “I decided to join the Navy after school,” Jeff said in a light voice. “But don’t tell Kale, not yet.” 
“Why the secrecy?” 
Instead of answering, Jeff looked past Alec. “Here they come.” 
Alec turned to see Kale and the scraped-up Scot. “Plowsky get you again?” 
Scot silently affirmed this with a nod.
“God, that guy bugs me.” Jeff smacked the table. 
“I say we egg his house tonight,” said Kale. 
They all agreed. 
“It’s been a while since we had a nice egging.” 
Kale nudged Scot. “You down?” 
“Yeah, I’m down to egg the shit out of him. Hang on, I need my smoothie.” Scot entered the store and minutes later, he returned, straw in mouth, happily slurping it down. 
Kale offered him his seat but Scot stayed standing. 
“All right, so, why are we here? What did you want to talk about, Kale?” Alec asked. 
“I’ll cut right to it. The other night Homer and I, along with Jimmy Miller, were drinking out by the cliffs.” 
Scot pulled the straw from his mouth. “You guys drink?” 
They all stared at him. “Dang, Scotty,” said Kale, “You don’t jack off, you don’t drink, what do you do?” 
“Watch The O.C.” He smiled as he sucked his smoothie down. 
“Anyway,” Kale started again, but then looked at Jeff, “do you want to tell it?” 
“No way.” 
“Hey, guys,” interrupted Scot, “I do jack off now, by the way. I’m a late bloomer, is all.” 
Kale raised a hand. “Just quietly drink your smoothie, okay?” 
Scot complied happily.
Alec leaned closer. “So you guys were out drinking, but wait, why weren’t Scot and I invited?” 
Kale grinned. “You were but you were also with your ladies.” 
Scot pulled out his phone and glanced at the time. “Speaking of which, I want to go see Kels, so can we wrap this up?” 
“You can wrap it up later, now suck on your smoothie and listen.” Kale scooted in his chair. “We were on the cliff, getting tipsy, then—” 
He doesn’t want to say it. “Then what?” 
“Jeff vanished. He fell off the damn cliff.” 
All eyes landed on Jeff. 
Bits of blended fruit and yogurt flew from Scot’s mouth as he broke into laughter. He choked a couple times and wiped his lips. “You fell off? If that’s true, then what are you doing here?” 
“I-I don’t know.” 
“Look,” Kale interrupted, “it took us a good hour or so to find him on the beach. He fell far, guys. But when we found him, he looked fine.” 
Alec squinted at Kale, assessing him for any physical damage. “Impossible.” 
“Obviously it’s not.” 
Scot slammed his smoothie on the table, outraged. “You guys are fucking with us. You guys are trying to get us to believe your fantasies about what you think we are! Nothing happened to us that day. Nothing! We survived some psychopathic murderer and we got lucky. That’s what the world knows. That’s what we should believe.” 
The table was silent until Alec said, “I agree with Scot.” 
Kale nodded at Jeff. “Show them your back.” 
Jeff stood, turned, and lifted his shirt. A long scar ran from his neck, wrapping to his hip. 
“From the fall?” 
“Yep.” 
“How long ago was it?” 
“Last weekend.” 
Scot held his smoothie out to Kale. “Did you drug this smoothie? Because from what you guys are saying, I think I’m hallucinating.” 
“No, I didn’t drug you!” Kale fixed his shirt, clearing his throat to composure. “You guys get what we’re saying though, right?” 
Scot shoved the smoothie in a trashcan. “Screw both of you.” He looked at Alec. “Please don’t believe them and their shit.” 
Kale stood. “Damn it, Scot! Just look at Jeff’s back!” He realized people in the outdoor mall were noticing their raised voices and looking at him so he calmed down, sinking back in his chair.
They watched as Scot stalked away. 
“I think Tug Plowsky really got to him today, huh?” Alec wondered. 
“Yeah, we really need to egg that guy later.” Kale tapped the table, his voice morose. “What do you make of all this?” 
“I’ll tell you now.” Alec grabbed his backpack from under the table. “I know this is important to you guys, but I’m not going to jump off cliffs, or do other shit to show I’m invincible, I’m not.” He stood and flung the backpack over his shoulder. “I can’t risk losing Nicole again like we almost did at the well.” He picked at his palm. “And I know it’s been three years but they have yet to catch that Embracer guy. Aren’t you worried he’ll come back?”
Kale stared at Jeff. “I don’t think we have to worry about him anymore. As far as the world knows, he was some crazed kidnapper we escaped. Why would he risk coming back for us?” 
Alec shrugged. “I need to head home for a bit but let’s meet up later and take care of Plowsky, old-school style.” 
Kale and Jeff sat alone, silent, until Kale leaned forward and began babbling. “So I was thinking we could do like a Batman and Robin thing, where you’re the all powerful Batman and I’m Robin. Wait, no, actually I’ll be Nightwing because Robin simply won’t do.” 
Jeff smiled, unable to look Kale in the eyes as he thought about his plans to join the Navy. His friend would be left devastated, but this was something Jeff knew he had to do. “Sure thing, buddy.” 
 
“You ready to egg Plowsky tonight?” 
Scot read the text message, typed a quick response and shut his phone. He touched Kelsey’s bare leg, stretched out across his bed. “That was Kale.” 
“What does he want?” 
Scot shrugged and walked his fingers across her smooth skin, “To hang out.” 
“Nicole said Alec is hanging out with him tonight.” 
“They’re not attached at the hip for once?” 
Kelsey smiled, causing a light to beam in Scot. 
He grabbed her hand. “I’d rather stay here.” 
“No, no. You go hang with the boys. It will give Nicole and I some girl time together. Sadie has been ranting at us to hang out.” 
“Ha. Sadie. Let me ask you something about her.” 
“She’s not as crazy as she comes off, baby. She didn’t always dress like that.” 
“I know. Yeah. Okay.” 
Kelsey tightened around his hand and said, “I can’t believe school is almost out.” 
Obviously she didn’t want to talk about Sadie, so he followed her lead like a good boyfriend and said, “I know; it’s crazy. Seems like yesterday we had our first date.” 
“You better come back and visit a lot.”
“Nothing will ever keep me away from you.”
Later that night, the four friends were in Kale’s truck, parked a few houses down from the Plowsky residence. 
“What’s the plan?” Alec asked, sitting in the front.
Kale stretched over the steering wheel. “We go in quick, quiet. Each of us unloads our cartons, then we retreat to the truck.” 
Seated next to Scot, Jeff said, “Kale should throw first, run back, start the truck.” 
“Good idea, Homer. A quick escape.” 
“All right, boys,”—Alec glanced at his friends—“if anything happens, remember—”
“Every man for himself?” smirked Scot. 
Alec shook his head. “For reals, we leave as four.” 
They piled out of the truck, four silhouettes crouching up a dimly lit street. Scot broke to the left and rushed up grass to a gigantic tree. Eggs rattled inside the carton he held as his hand shook. “Keep cool,” he told himself. He watched as Alec, Jeff, and Kale wrapped around the house. He peeked behind the tree. No lights were on inside.
Scot grabbed the first egg but it fell out of his hand and broke on his shoe. “Shit.” He pulled out another, flipped around, and threw. It cracked on the front door. A second cracked against a window. A third hit a car in the driveway. 
A light flashed on inside the home. 
Scot saw Alec and Jeff waving at him. He dropped the egg carton, leapt in a sprint off the grass, his feet tumbling over one another in his hurry. He caught himself and flew across pavement, slamming to the truck. Jeff and Alec caught up to him. 
Jeff heaved for air. “Where the hell is Kale?” 
“The door is locked. Why is the door locked?” Alec screamed in a loud whisper. 
“Hey, you kids!” A voice boomed from the Plowsky house. 
“Damn, this went to shit quickly.” Scot stared up the street. “Everyone run!” 
Jeff and Alec sprinted for the next street. Scot followed but ended up tripping over himself. His back cracked as he released quiet whimpers in pain, but he rolled on his hands and pushed to his feet. Tug Plowsky and another man, who he figured was the bully’s dad, chased after him. 
Scot spotted an alleyway between two houses. A flickering light tried to illuminate his dark path. He threw his hands forward and before he knew it, he hid behind a dumpster. Plowsky voices were far away, and he felt relief in his escape. 
“Maybe the fourth stupidest thing we’ve done.” Scot laughed to himself, cleaning his wet palms on his jeans. 
Time to get back to Kels—
A dark cloak hung in front of him. Before he could move, steel slid into his gut.
Time froze. Lost. Crouched in shock, he stared at his attacker’s face, which was shrouded by the dark cloak. He gasped, “You?”
The dark figure ripped the knife from his stomach and the cloak vanished. 
Scot fell on his side, grabbed at his wound. Blood gushed through his fingers. 
Somehow he made it under a flickering light. 
His friends stood at the end of the alley. “Scot!” 
Collapsed flat on his chest, Scot stretched a bloodied hand for them, even saw a smiling Kelsey. He reached for her. 
“Scot! Scot!” Alec and Jeff fell to him. 
I escape that well, those black tentacles, only to be stabbed in the gut. 
When Kale showed up, Jeff asked where he’d been. Kale didn’t respond, watched as Scot coughed up blood across his chin. 
“Kale, where were you?” 
Scot’s eyes rolled from side to side.
“Kale.” Alec grabbed him. “Where were you?” 
No response. 
“Kale? Tell me you didn’t...” 
Kale’s dark eyes were helpless. Lost.




 
five years later



KALE 
To be a hero, to follow fate, to accomplish tremendous feats, these are required tasks when sanity decays. 
The dawning morning spread over them, forming a lofty blue ceiling. They’d left the shoe store to stock up on food and liquids. Henry led Kale across a street stacked with abandoned cars. Some doors were open, some closed. It seemed to Kale the cars had been stuck in traffic when the zombie swarm came. Few had escaped. In any event, the flock had moved on, the street clear of anything edible. 
Henry opened the unlocked liquor store, ringing the door. He crouched and turned, pistol in hand. All Kale had as a weapon was a pair of scissors found in the shoe store’s office. His fingers shook at the thought of stabbing something. 
They shut the door and moved swiftly between aisles of snacks. Henry grabbed plastic bags from under the register. “We should load up on water,” he directed.
“Sure,” smiled Kale. He liked Henry — a normal guy trying to protect his family. Why had they picked a shoe store in which to seek safety instead of moving on? He didn’t understand. But he had nowhere else to go, and helping the Wright family seemed right. 
Henry had told him they were in Oxnard, California, which meant Jeff and Alec were close. Finding them would be his next move. But for now, Kale stocked up on drinks. 
Four worries existed in this new world: food, water, shelter, and zombies. He wondered when the thieves, rapists, and murderers would spawn. How soon would humanity be extinguished? 
Kale had survived the Embracer. He’d escaped the so-called Eradicator of Life. 
Anything else would be a breeze. 
Dark whispers still haunted his mind, but they seemed less and less real as time passed. Had he imagined the tentacle lashing? Had he imagined what the Eradicator required of him? He could never kill his friends. He would never give them up. 
In the liquor store, someone had raided the fridges before they’d arrived, but plenty of water remained. He filled two plastic bags and dropped them next to Henry’s loaded snacks by the door. 
“Apples? No apples? Darn. Benny loves them.” Henry holstered his pistol. 
“Can I ask you something, Henster?” 
“Henster? I like it.” 
“Why did you name your kid Benvolio? Or is the answer obvious?”
“What’s the obvious answer?” Henry gave a long smile. 
“Shakespeare fan?” 
“More of a Romeo and Juliet fan.” 
“The Leo DiCaprio version?” 
“Ha! Almost all tales are a version of the original.” 
“Even Battlefield Earth?” 
“Yes, even Battlefield Earth.” 
A very misunderstood movie. The quiet laughter grew louder and Kale found himself choking to keep it quiet. Henry smacked his back a couple times until they heard those dreadful moans. 
“Shhh.” Henry crouched, taking his pistol from the shoulder holster he was wearing and yanking Kale to his level. Outside the liquor store’s one square window, they stumbled. One, two, three, four and five, side by side. Six—seven—rotten hands pressed against glass. They were searching for food. Like us. Kale peeked out from behind a stack of chip bags. Rotten breath heated against the window. A fist slammed against glass, another, and one more. Two of them went for the door, clawing at the metal. “Do they see us?” 
Henry kept the gun high, whispering, “I don’t know, stay down. I’ll get us out of here.” 
Kale wanted to believe that. They kept hidden as the zombies kept outside. Then it struck his ears like a ravaging fissure. “Kill him.”
“What did you say?” Kale blinked at Henry.
“I didn’t say anything.”
“Let them feast on him, boy.” Kale shook his head away, trying to get rid of the whisper.
Henry noticed the shakes. “You okay, kiddo?” 
Kale squinted at him. “Yes, I—”
More moaning, clawing, hissing, and salivating. 
“Kill him.” The whisper became a reality that sent fear slicing down his spine. “Rip his head off.” 
Kale bent over, knees digging in the cold floor. He grabbed his splitting skull with one hand. “NOW!” the Eradicator’s voice exploded in his mind. His stub waved around. 
Henry grabbed at his back. “Kid! Kale,” he frantically whispered. Kale’s stub unintentionally smacked Henry but the older man grabbed his arm. 
The next whisper created a migraine so extreme that decapitation could be its only cure. “Get out of my head!” Kale trembled in Henry’s lap. 
A hand wrapped around his mouth to silence him. “They hear us. Kid, they hear us.” 
Glass cracked as more fists snapped against it. 
“It’s in me. Get it out. Christ, get it out!” Kale flailed around on the ground as Henry stood. 
“Kale,” he said, aiming at the door. More cracking glass. “Listen to me, Kale. In a few seconds they will break through. Get up. Let’s go out the back door.” 
Kale writhed, grabbing his head. He became still. The stabbing whispers died. Pain subsided. He rose from the ground, his head low and face hidden from Henry’s eyes. 
“Let’s go, now!” 
Another crunch against glass. Long cracks spidered their way across the surface. 
“Come on, Kale.” 
Kale’s chin rose from his chest and he stared at Henry, his gaze clearer than any other day of his life. “No.” 
Henry’s mouth trembled as he stepped back. “Your - your eyes. What happened to your eyes?” He nearly tripped in his retreat. 
Kale became a rushing force that lifted Henry off his feet, slamming him against a fridge. Henry let out a pained grunt, dropping his gun on impact. It slid next to Kale’s feet and he kicked it away toward the store’s window that would snap inwards any moment. 
Kale pressed his arm against Henry’s neck, lifting his feet off the ground. Black veins snapped from Kale’s skin. Darkness rode up his neck and engulfed his eyes. 
“Kale,” Henry choked. “What are you?”
Kale’s stub rose next to Henry’s cheek. Blood squirted out the bandage covering his cauterized wound. White cloth ripped open, unleashing a bone sharp as a blade. Kale was numb; he felt no pain from the protruding dagger that was his new hand. 
“Kale!” Henry shouted as the window shattered in the liquor store. His eyes bulged from their sockets as he stared into the dark abyss that consumed Kale. “Polly, Benvolio.” Henry kicked for freedom but the Embracer of Death had him locked. “My family! Please, Kale.” 
The blade touched Henry’s sweat-drenched cheek. 
“Jesus Christ!” 
A snarl birthed off Kale’s lips. “Christ wouldn’t believe it either.” 
“What? Kale, you met my family, why are you—” 
Kale retracted the bone dagger from Henry’s face and released the grip around his neck. He grabbed his head, trying to shake the darkness away. I can beat it. I can beat it.
Zombies stumbled closer to them. Henry struggled for his pistol, lost somewhere under their feet. He launched upwards, firing rapidly, blasting zombie skulls across refrigerators as their arms smothered him. 
Kale kept twisting, turning, screaming as darkness sought to consume him. Somehow, Henry had escaped the first group and he aimed down the aisle. “Kid!” 
Kale spun as rotten arms reached over his own shoulders. A bullet took the zombie’s undead life with one blast. Another corpse hissed, drool spilling between its cracked teeth. Kale thrust his bone-dagger into the creature’s chin, impaling skull. And in a quick twist and charge he impaled the next. 
More shooting. More stabbing. 
Soon the duo had the liquor store cleared. 
Kale fell heavily over a corpse, heaving for breath. I can beat this darkness. I am the hero. 
Henry grabbed their drinks and snacks and stepped in front of him. The barrel of the gun shook right at Kale’s forehead. “I have to leave you. I don’t know what you are, but I can’t risk my family.” 
Go, damn it. Go. 
“I’m sorry, Kale, I am.”
“Leave me,” Kale choked out, his eyes brimming with fear. It’s coming back. Stronger. RUN. “Please, leave me.”
But Henry hesitated, wanting to do the honorable thing. “Maybe I can help you. I don’t want to leave you, Kale, but—” 
The bone-dagger sliced cleanly through Henry’s wrist, creating a bleeding rainbow that showered over Kale’s face. Henry’s amputated hand fell to the floor and its fingers twitched around his pistol. Henry had managed to fire a shot into Kale’s shoulder, but Kale felt nothing. No pain. Nothing. 
The Embracer of Death glided after the crying Henry, who attempted to crawl away. 
“Please, no, no!” 
Kale pinned himself over the quaking man. 
“My son! Polly! Kale, don’t!” Henry punched the Embracer in the jaw. 
Kale smiled, a rictus grin, and the bone-dagger cut a bloody red ribbon across Henry’s neck.
A warm purring whisper said, “Good boy.”



ADDISON 
Still tied to the wooden chair in the living room, Addison’s head wobbled in a daze. He wanted to speak with Scot, who seemed to have not given a second thought about this apocalypse. Our savior is a boozing, charming, smart-ass. Great stereotype, cruel world.
They’d brought Sofia down to the leather couch. Cocooned in blankets, her eyes remained tightly closed. Why move her? The only explanation, he fathomed, was to put fear in his mind since they had no trust in him, his words, or his actions. 
She is death. 
They discussed behind his back. “If you’re tired, you sleep, and I’ll watch,” said Nasir. 
Lexington replied in a deep rumble, “I want to know everything he does first.” 
“I told it all!” Addison spasmed in the chair, ropes digging into his wrists. 
“Quiet now,” said Nasir. 
Addison silenced himself, letting them speak. 
“I will keep watch with you,” Lex told Nasir. They went to the living room doorway, pulling two chairs close to one another. Addison shut his eyes but still listened. 
“So you’re a bounty hunter?” 
“I am,” said Nasir. “And you’re an actor?” 
Lex laughed. “I am. I was going to retire in a couple months. I guess retirement came early.” 
“Maybe this will end sooner than we think.” 
You’re dreaming, old man. This is our world forever. 
“Yeah, maybe,” breathed Lex wistfully. “So how does one get into the bounty hunting game?” 
“A story for another day.” 
“We might not have another day.” 
Addison slowly opened his eyes, just in time to see Nasir’s half smile. “Then, my friend, a story for another life.” 
Lex snorted. “Yeah, I suppose so.”
“How does one become an actor such as yourself?” Nasir pulled his rifle closer. 
This small talk is doing us no good.
Lex hesitated to respond, tapped his knee, looked around the room, then said to Nasir, “When we see each other in the next life, you’ll know.” 
Enough of this shit. “Untie me, you idiots.” 
They looked at Addison. 
“You shot her.” The old man rose, then leaned over Addison’s shoulder. “Even if what you say is true, you’re dangerous.” 
“She’s not her.” 
Nasir rubbed a hand over his grey beard, “Who is she, then?” 
“One of them, an Embracer, how many times must I tell you?” 
The bounty hunter and the porn star: their dumb, clueless eyes exchanged ignorant glances. 
Addy clenched his brows in a fury. “We don’t have time for this! If you can’t finish her, then I will!” 
Nasir tilted the rifle’s butt into his cheek. “I will send you cold, son. You risk all our safety with your yelling.” 
Veins erupted through Addison’s quaking neck. “I risk
NOTHING!” 
He was struck in the temple with the butt of the rifle, and his confused existence spiraled to blackness. 
 
When he awoke, everyone was seated across from him, minus the blood-sucking Sofia, who lay unconscious behind him on the couch. Scot on his far left, Kelsey next, Nasir and Lexington, all eyes on him. 
Addison licked the drool off his lips. “What is this, a goddamn intervention?” 
Only Scot laughed. 
Lexington sat straighter, his hands on his knees. “Look, no matter what happened in our lives before all this crap, we’re in this together, all right? So please, be straight.” 
“I’m touched.” Addison smiled half-assedly. “So very touched.” 
“He’s funny.” Scot nudged his girlfriend. 
“Why did you shoot her?” Kelsey asked next. “She seems harmless.” 
“How old are you, little girl, eighteen?” 
Kelsey’s lips thinned with irritation. “Twenty-two.” 
“Ah, so what gives you the right to ask me anything?” 
“What makes me different from anyone else?” 
“Burn,” said Scot. 
“Oh, I am so, so, happy you spoke next.” Addison turned to Scot. “You rise from the dead, and the very first thing you do is go upstairs and do what? Sleep? Or maybe have a little fuh—” 
“Enough,” Nasir said, standing and lifting his rifle. 
“Oh, oh, the old tough bounty hunter. Yeah, great. What are you gonna do, hit me with the rifle again?” 
The room went dark. 
 
Clearing his vision was quite difficult the second time. His eyes blurred and ached. He must’ve been out much longer this time, because only Nasir was across from him now. “Where’s the party?” 
“Please, take this seriously. Brody will arrive in a few days, but for now, I need you. Tell it, tell it true.”
Addison jumped right into his life story. His tirade began with his first time on the monkey bars when he was eight years old. His older cousin had de-pantsed him, right in front of his crush. He then went on to tell the tale of his pooping accident in a resort’s pool and how his father had to splash the turd into a filter. 
Nasir killed the nonsense. “I will hit you again.” 
“Yeah? The next time that rifle touches me, will be the last time you hear me speak.” 
Nasir actually smiled, but the smile was dark and threatening. “I promise you, I know many ways to make you talk.” He stood. “But like Lex said earlier, we’re in this together, so I shall give you time.” 
On Nasir’s way out of the room, Addy said, “I asked you earlier for the color of her blood. What was it?” 
“The same as yours.” 
Dark, quiet, lonely, he sat there bound with himself. Sofia’s short breaths became the only noise in the room. Red blood. Embracers bleed black...have I shot an innocent woman?
Addison shook his thought off. I’m not crazy, I’m not! Behind him, her breathing ceased. 
“Sofia?” 
No response. 
Addison jolted in his chair, fighting to face her. “Are you okay? Sofia?” 
Silence. 
“Please. I’m sorry I shot you, please don’t die. You hear me?” 
Her weak voice touched him, “I loved you once, Addy.” 
She’s alive. I have to see her. Damn this chair! His fingers trembled off the arm-rest. What have I done to her? “I had to be sure.” 
“You’ve killed me.” 
“You’re alive. They say you’ll stay that way.” Addison jumped in the seat but was unable to move. “See? You’re okay. I didn’t kill you.” 
“No, Addy, you killed me the moment you tried to save the world.” Her words burned through him as he turned, and a cold breath flushed against his cheek. 	
Dark eyes blinked inches from his. 
Sofia grabbed the chair on both sides. Black ran up her neck, consuming her from the inside out. “It came for me that day.” 
“Sofia? No, no, no!” 
Her fingers wrapped up his neck and under his ears, forcing him to stare at the dark death consuming her. “Now you die with me.” 
“Sofia!” 
Her nails dug into his flesh. My one true love is my killer.
A bullet rang across the room, slicing into her shoulder. Sofia spun off Addison, hissing at Nasir who held his rifle. 
“My God,” Lexington said behind him, “he was telling the truth.” 
A dark tornado swirled across the room, kicking the rifle from the old man’s grasp. Sofia caught it and fired. Nasir dropped flat on the ground but Lexington had stood in shock. The bullet tore through his arm. Sofia cocked it. Nasir swiped at her legs, downing her. 
“Get Scot out of here!” Nasir yelled at Lexington as he crawled on Sofia. An old fist slammed against her face, followed by another. 
The Embracer of Death laughed and flung the old man across the room. He disappeared from Addison’s eyes, flying into the dark. There was the sound of a loud crash, wood snapping and glass breaking. 
Sofia rose. She touched blood dripping from her shoulder and examined her fingertips, coated in black fluid. She turned to Addison, and with a cruel smile said, “I bleed black.” 
“No, no!” Addison fought with everything he had to break from his wooden prison. Sofia flashed to him, grabbing the chair and forcing the room into a spinning mesh of dark and orange. She threw the chair at a window. Glass shattered across his body as he entered the cold twilight morning. The chair snapped apart on impact. A piece impaled his leg. Dirt smacked across his cheek. He rolled on his back, his wounds stinging. He’d lost his glasses. “Help me. Help!” 
Shots were fired inside. A man yelled. A girl screamed. A woman, no, that creature, laughed. Addison crawled in the blue-tinged dirt for trees, his limp leg dragging behind him. 
Footsteps across the porch of the cabin. He flipped over. Lexington ran behind Scot and Kelsey, grabbing his wounded arm. 
More shots fired inside. 
“Nasir!” Kelsey yelled at them. 
Scot grabbed her wrist. “He’s done, Kels, let’s move!” 
“We can save him!” Kelsey started back for the cabin but skidded in the dirt. Sofia stepped onto the porch, holding something. Addison had to squint to see what it was. I need my glasses! She tossed the object high into the air, and it landed wetly by Addison’s leg. 
Nasir’s decapitated head rolled slowly to a stop, revealing his horror-stricken face.



SCOT 
He held her close on their bed in the guest room, their bodies dimly lit by the glow of a lantern. 
Kelsey’s blonde hair was silk between his fingers as he moved them to her neck. He gave her a gentle massage and thought to himself: I
am the luckiest man to have lived, or died, or whatever. Snuggling, rubbing, fingers intertwined—they’d yet to kiss on the lips since his resurrection, since the night of the reunion, since two years earlier when they left one another. The time had come to physically show his love. Touching her cheek, he turned her face to his. Their lips lingered a breath from one another. He moved first, then she followed, and as they were about to touch, a bullet rang through the cabin. 
Kelsey leapt off their bed, poking around the dark hall first. Scot’s hands rushed on to her shoulders. Lexington Gunn almost ran into them. Through weak light, Scot saw blood leaking from his massive arm. 
“Lex, what happened?” Kelsey grabbed him. 
“Time to get the fuck outta here.” Lex snagged her wrist, dragging her with him. Her fingers touched Scot. Glad I still have my jeans on. No time to get his shirt. A man screamed and glass shattered as they flew down stairs. They paused at the cabin’s entrance. 
Nasir stood with his rifle, firing at Sofia. Blood streamed down his skull. He didn’t look at them as he said calmly, “Run. Now.” Another bullet unleashed. Sofia flew into the couch from the impact, but instantly bounced back. 
Lexington led them out in a rush. The dark blue morning chilled Scot’s bare torso. Outside, Addison was sprawled across dirt. He crawled out from the wreckage of the shattered chair. 
Turning back, Kelsey yelled for Nasir, and she broke from the fleeing group, running back for the cabin. 	
“He’s done, Kels, let’s move!” Scot went for her wrist. 
She screamed, “We can save him!” 
But there would be no saving Nasir. 
Sofia stepped on the porch and she raised Nasir’s head with one hand. Trails of blood dripped down her arm. With darkness in her eyes, she threw the head at them. 
Addison screamed, staring at Nasir’s wide eyes and open mouth. Lexington snagged Addison off the ground and they all ran for the trees. 
Their huntress leapt in pursuit. She will catch us. 
Trees flew by. Lexington led, Addison over his shoulder. Scot, faster than Kelsey, decided to keep a pace behind her. I will not let her die. Branches crunched, brush was pushed. Lexington skipped over a large boulder, nearly toppling but he kept the sprint. 
“Kelsey,” breathed Scot.
 She almost turned around but he shoved her to keep running. “What?”
“I love you.” 
“Scot?” 
“Never stop running!” He slammed to a stop and swung his fist back. Sofia ducked and slid under his arm. A slam sent him face first on the ground. He rolled over and Sofia stomped his stomach. Blood filled his mouth. 
“Scotty!” He heard Kelsey scream. Please keep running. 
Sofia’s boot came flying down at him again but Scot lunged to his side. He rolled in dirt. Free! No. She tugged his shirtless back, lifting him in the air, rushing him straight for a tree. 
Fuhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh—
His skull crushed against bark and he fell limply on dirt. He hated trees. 
Sofia wrapped both hands around his neck and yanked him up, his feet dangling helplessly. Her darkness-possessed eyes stared into him. There is more than one Embracer? This truly is hell. And maybe it was the collision or maybe the death grip around his neck, but his vision began spiraling into oblivion. 
A large branch cracked against Sofia’s head. Scot fell to the dirt again. Above him stood the heaving Lexington Gunn. The porn star swung at Sofia. She fell. He launched a kick to her face but she grabbed his ankle, drove her teeth into his flesh. He roared with the throat of a lion, and struck the branch across the Embracer’s face. 
Lexington limped away from her, glanced at Scot. “I got this, kid. Go.” 
Why do people keep insisting on fighting by themselves? It clearly isn’t working. But Scot admired the man’s bravery. Lex swung at Sofia again. She quickly flashed to her feet, dodging the attack. Another swing by Lex, his muscles rippling under his skin. Sofia blocked the blow and kicked Lex’s stomach. He lost his weapon. 
Scot screamed, hoping it sounded courageous, and threw himself at her. She grabbed his head, giving his attack zero success, and flung him over Lex. The forest spiraled as he crashed into mud. He coughed, choked, and grabbed at his chest. Down in the mud, through the brush and through the trees, he witnessed the battle. 
The branch blurred at Lex. He dodged the first two of Sofia’s attacks, charged at the third, grabbing the thick branch with both hands as it came crashing for his face. Raging with flexed arms, roaring and storming, he shoved Sofia until she slammed against a tree. He thrust his head right into her face, blasting black blood like splattering paint. He yanked the branch from her grasp and swung it at her. The Embracer ducked. The branch snapped apart against the tree. 
Sofia launched both her legs into Lex’s spread-eagle stance. The porn star howled in pain, falling to ground, holding his groin. He’d lost the branch. 
Sofia wiped her face as she stood. “Sorry about your cock. I hear it’s nice.” 
Lex fought to rise but stayed weakly on his knees. 
Sofia touched his chin, almost brushed it, then swung the branch at his head. Blood and sweat flew off his face. The branch came back again from the opposite direction. 
Scot wasn’t sure if the loud crack he heard was from the branch, Lex’s skull, or a combination of the two. 
Still on his knees, Lexington’s head bobbed, thick blood pouring off his lips. He stared at Sofia through his swollen eyes and smiled. “I’ll see you soon.” 
She lifted the branch, inching it toward his face. “And why is that?” 
“Because...” His lips shook as he tried to stay conscious. 
Sofia forced him to focus. “Finish your thought. It’s your last.” 
“Addison will kill you.” He clenched his blood-stained teeth, trying to rise once more but she easily shoved him down. 
“Well, until he does, do me a favor and open wide.” 
Scot wanted to help, he wanted a win, but he had no chance of defeating her. He stumbled away and fled blindly from the scene. The pornstar’s cries followed him, forcing Scot to look back. 
Sofia thrust the branch between Lexington Gunn’s lips, breaking his mouth and shredding his teeth until ripping out his throat. 
 
After Scot caught up to Kelsey and Addison, they escaped the forest and sprinted in the direction of rolling green hills. There was no sign of Sofia. Scot and Kelsey carried the ailing Addison between them. His dress shirt was stained and torn. Blood dripped down his neck. A glass shard was stuck in his eyebrow but he had said to leave it be. Scot had no protest, for he feared more harm would come if he tried to remove it. 
They lowered Addison down onto a hill and fell a few feet beside him. Grass was warm and soft, and Scot guessed they’d been running for almost an hour. 
Or he was just terribly out of shape. 
“We have to keep moving,” Addison’s slit lips mumbled. 
“We lost her, I’m sure.” Scot sat up before resting his head on Kelsey’s shoulder. She pressed her forehead against his. 
“What I would give for some water,” she said. They had no time to gather supplies before fleeing the cabin. Scot had wanted to go back, get the rifle, and load up on necessities. But they ended in agreement to keep moving. She probably is waiting for us back there—or stalking us. 
With chapped lips, he kissed Kelsey’s cheek. Her chin dug cozily into his boney shoulder. “I’ll keep you safe,” he promised. 
She glanced away from him. “First Sadie, then Nasir and Lexington. God only knows where Nicole and the others are.” 
“They’re safe, whether or not God knows.” 
“How can you be sure?” 
Scot lifted her chin using his mud-stained fingers. Green eyes gazed into blue. “Alec and Jeff, they’re just like me. And if I’m still here,”—their lips moved closer—“then they are, too.” His fingers curved gently around her cheek. One little push forward and he’d claimed the kiss he craved. 
Whirring sky cut them off. A helicopter emerged from behind the forest. 
“Holy shit.” Scot let Kelsey go and rushed to his feet. He waved his hands above his head, screaming and running across the hill. Kelsey did the same next to him. The helicopter circled around before passing over them.
“Where are they going?” Kelsey grabbed Scot’s arm. 
The helicopter cut back, heading straight for them. He turned to Kelsey. “Go back with Addison, hide, and let me speak with them first.” 
“Scot—” 
“If they’re dangerous in any way, you run, you hear me? Forget Addison if you have to. Just run, Kelsey.” 
She gave him a quick nod, but he knew she hated this idea. So do I. 
A lush, green flatland separated two hills, and Scot ran down there as the copter landed. The blades kept whirring as a hulking man, much like Lexington (only white) stepped out, lugging a massive machine gun. A woman crouched under the blades behind him. She cupped her hands. “Are you bit?” 
“No,” Scot yelled and waved. 
“Get on your knees,” the man commanded. 
Scot dropped, pressing his hands to his head. “I’m not bit. I promise!” Though, I probably look like a zombie. 
The woman, in a crouching run, rushed to him. She wore all black, and some sort of body-armor over her chest. Her hair was pulled tightly back, revealing her glowing forehead. She had a thick frame, but was not fat, and was quite attractive for a woman in the military. Well, Scot assumed she belonged to some unit, though these days it felt like he knew nothing about anything. She carried a sub-machine gun and kept it steady until she hovered over him. Her eyes scanned his bare slender chest covered in cuts and bruises. “Did you party hard last night?” 
Scot smirked. “Can’t let an apocalypse stop the fun.” 
She lowered her guard. “Where did you come from?” 
“A cabin in the woods, as cliché as that might sound.” 
She smiled, but her eyes constantly scanned the hill behind him. “Feels like all clichés are coming to life in this mess.” 
“Well, writers and filmmakers had to be right about something, know what I’m saying?” 
She smiled again, but it seemed forced. “We got room in our boat if you want to come with, but we’re not in the business of rescuing strangers right now.” 
“What business are you in?” 
“Searching for the remaining members of the Vault Tactical Force, bringing them back to Camp Numark.” 
“You must trust me already to—” 
“Yes, Scot Garner, I do trust you.” 
What? A coldness crawled down his back. “I thought I was a stranger?” 
“I never said that. The two with you, however, are.” 
Scot glanced back at Kelsey and Addison. They were no longer hidden. 
“Sgt. Slinger, we need to get moving!” yelled the man with the machine gun. 
“I can’t leave them,” said Scot, still on his knees. 
“You don’t have to. We will take you to Numark, leave you there, and return.” 
“By leave me there, you mean with them, right?” 
“Sure, if they’re clear of bites.” 
Kelsey, Addison, and Scot all boarded the helicopter, and they flew west. 
Scot, with one arm around Kelsey, leaned toward the woman. “You have my name, what’s yours?” 
“Sergeant Chelsea Slinger of the VTF.” 
“So you know Jeff Brennan, I take it?” 
Slinger nudged the big man to her side. “Brennan is the only guy to beat Malone in arm wrestling.” 
“He got lucky,” Malone growled, but not without a smile. “I was shit-faced.” 
Scot laughed. “How do you know my name?”
Slinger and Malone glanced at one another. “Your friend likes to talk.” 
Jeff? A talker? “Doesn’t sound like the Homer I grew up with.” 
Slinger tilted her head. “Homer?” 
Scot couldn't help but smirk at the old joke. “A story he has to tell you someday.” 
Malone grunted. “Let’s keep the cheesy small talk to a minimum.” 
Scot didn’t believe they knew him simply because of Jeff, but he went along with it. 
The helicopter glided over the forest they’d escaped, heading for the coast. Rays of sun glimmered on the surface of the ocean, a beautiful and sparkling sight. Scot pulled Kelsey close, and nestled against each other; he inhaled the sweet scent of her hair. Despite all the fear, all the death, and all the suffering, he smiled.



KALE 
Covered in a damp layer of Henry’s blood, Kale fell onto pavement in an alleyway just outside the liquor store. His hand ran with tremors over his chest, while the bone-dagger retracted back into his other arm. His skin wrapped itself neatly over the leftover stump. There was still no pain. 
“What did you make me do?” 
Silence in his mind. 
“Answer me!” He rolled on his side, grabbing his gut. 
A whisper, “I am simply the nudge you need to accomplish your desires.” 
“Henry was an innocent man.” 
“Then why did you kill him?” 
“You dumb alien fuck!” Kale clawed at the ground until his nails bled, then he clawed at his own skull, hoping to dig the whispers out of his mind. Without any action on his part, his hands swung down to his sides of their own volition before he managed to do any damage to himself. 
“Much more work to do.” 
“Not by me.” 
“You showed great loyalty by ending poor Henry. Such a good boy. Don’t disappoint me now.”
Spit oozed down his chin. “I don’t care if I disappoint you. I care nothing about you.” He tried to crawl with aching limbs to the alley’s end, but an invisible force, a heavy pressure, slammed his chest to the ground. He flipped on his back, striking to stab his attacker. 
Nothing. He was alone. 
“Where are you?” 
“Only heard, never seen.” 
“You’re not real!”
“If I’m not real, then you are solely to blame for Henry’s death. Why did you kill such a nice man?” 
“I never wanted to!” Kale launched to his feet, the bone-dagger ripping forth from his arm. He rushed to the street and leapt on a taxi’s hood. In a crouched twirl, he scanned for anything to stab, anything to slice, anything to unleash his hatred. 
No humans. 
No animals. 
No zombies. 
The shoe store became the only thing in his sight. 
“Yes, boy, yes. Take the wife. Take the son.” 
“Never,” Kale snarled. 
“Maybe. They are innocent, after all. But they’re not your friends. Leave Henry’s family to mourn. Now we must follow destiny.” 
“Henry was one thing,” he whispered. “You have to kill me before I harm my friends!” 
“No,” the gravelly voice echoed between his ears. 
Kale slid off the hood of the taxi. His feet carried his weak legs toward the shoe store. “You can’t make me.” 
“Go to your friends and we will spare the family.” 
A frail woman to his side feasted upon an unrecognizable body. It paid Kale no attention. “Kill me,” he cried at it. Nothing. The bone-dagger slowly retracted. 
The shoe store grew closer. 
“Please, please, stop.” 
“You know what to do.” 
“But my friends, they—”
“They don’t respect you. They never cared for you.”
“They do, they have to.” 
“You’re naïve. I care for you. I’m here for you.” 
“I saved them from you once. I’ll do it again.” 
“Yes, yes, Kale the hero. You’re not their hero, though. You’re only a burden to them. Always have been. But you can be this family’s savior.” 
“No!” Kale tried to drop his body. He wanted to, needed to, but the shoe store flashed to a reaching distance. He pressed against the outside wall, inches from mannequins in the window. He heaved, eyes closed. “I will save Henry’s family. I will save my friends.” 
The Eradicator of Life fell silent. 
“I’ll save everyone from you!” 
Silence. 
Kale rushed for the door. He frantically knocked until Polly, Henry’s wife, opened.
“Kale, oh my!” She grabbed his arm and pulled him in. She poked outside. “Henry, where is he?” 
“Polly, get your son. We have to go,” Kale said, yanking her off the street and slamming the door shut. 
She stared at him with such innocent eyes. “Henry? Kale! Where is—” 
“Mommy, are they back?” Benvolio stepped from behind a shoe rack. “Where’s Dad?”
Polly rushed to her son, back facing Kale as she hunched over the young Benvolio. 
“Kill her now.”
No, Kale thought, stepping to the shadows for the remaining Wright family. Never. 
Polly rose and grabbed Kale’s wrist. “Are you hurt? Your blood.” 
“Not mine.” 
Her grip went slack. “My Henry. My sweet, sweet Henry.”
Kale embraced her, pulling the widow close in a hug meant to comfort. Benny ran to them and they held one another. 
“I’ll see to your safety.” Kale’s voice spoke lightly, but it didn’t feel like his voice. “Everything is fine now.” 
The bone dagger ruptured from his skin again. 
Later, he lay their bodies neatly side by side. Mother next to son, son next to father. He shut the three pairs of eyes and interlaced their fingers. The Wright family lived in a better world now, he told himself. 
The black evil that dominated his eyes and flowed through his veins slowly seeped away. He stumbled from the three bodies, sickened by the sight of them. A ray of light came in from under the front door of the shoe store, and it called for him, wanted him, and needed him. And he needed a way from the dark. “I killed them for you,” he called out, “and now my friends are spared.” 
Light was closer and closer, and Kale knew he’d just killed for the greater good. Light was so close. 
The soul-scathing whisper came darkly. “No.” 
Kale gagged in misery, outside pavement warm against his palms, rays beaming at his back. “I can’t, please,” he begged. 
“Go to them, or all such innocent families die by your hand.” 
“Jeff, Alec.” He crawled along the ground, disjointed, weaker than any corpse. 
“Deep down it eats at you, knowing my words speak truth. They hate you, and you hate them. Let us end such suffering together.”
“Just kill them yourself.” 
“You must find them, for I cannot.” 
Kale felt their presence close, but he refused to admit such a thing. Maybe, he thought, maybe if he got to them, they could help. They could fight evil as four. 
Yes, as four. 
Shaking, he rose to his feet and cracked his jaw. “I’ll take you.” 
The voice was silent. 
Jeff and Alec: their light seeped into his dark heart, warming his body as he drew closer to them. The last he wished to see, Scot, was an unknowable presence. 
Kale traveled his new path, heading for his friends, passing the building from where he’d first spotted the wretched Wright family. Light reflected bright off its glass, shining cheerily on the worst damned day of his life.



JEFF 
He slid his hands through his silky golden hair. His elbows dug into his thighs. The stained carpet of the SUV they’d found reeked of dead flesh, rotten blood, lost hope. 
They’d loaded its trunk with bags and bags of groceries. To his surprise, the grocery store had yet to be ransacked. He wondered how many survivors were still out there. Life seemed to have been wiped off all of Earth in a matter of seconds. 
Evans swiveled his head around in the driver’s seat. “You okay?” 
Jeff lifted his eyes. “Yeah, sorry.” 
“Keep your wits, Private. If you let any of those things bite me, I’m coming straight for you.” 
The dark green SUV roared to life and Evans reversed. Six other cars occupied the parking lot of the grocery store. Where has everyone gone? He wanted to lean against his window and rest but the specialist needed him alive and alert. Still, there were too many thoughts consuming his attention. The truth shall set you free—or it’ll consume you, bind you, and destroy you.
Evans said, “Talk to me, Pvt. Brennan.” 
“Roads are clear.” 
“I mean, shit, tell me the trouble in your mind.” 
“Look,”—he raised a hand—“we were set up during the escort mission. That’s clear. We lose power, we lose communications, and the whole world goes dark. All this happens around the same time. I’m no zombie expert but these creatures don’t seem that smart. Whatever caused them to turn undead in those Vaults—something has been planning this for a while, right?” 
Evans’ grip tightened around the steering wheel. “We can speculate about anything.” 
“True, but I had to vent.” 
“Understandable. A plan will be waiting for us at Numark. Orders, Jeff, it’s all about orders.” 
Jeff prayed the specialist was right, for his sake, because Jeff had his own plans. Once they were safe at the base, he would find Scot and he would save Kale. He would—
Evans slowed the SUV. There was nothing blocking their path, a clear road heading for a freeway entrance. But off the street, they spotted a gun store. Their eyes locked, pupils flushed with hope. 
“Bingo,” said Evans. 
They parked the SUV outside the gun store and scanned the interior through windows. Despite the bright day, it was almost too dark inside to see anything. Evans went for the back door, which was conveniently unlocked. He entered first, sliding against a wall with his M4A1. Jeff held a scalpel by his own thigh. Dust flew across his face as they stepped past the back office. Evans ignited a light on his vest. The racks and the walls were almost all cleared. A shotgun hung. Several handguns sat in a display case. “Well, fuck.” 
“At least we get something other than these,” said Jeff, raising his scalpel. “Although I’d like to kill at least one zombie with a scalpel throw.” 
Evans let out his usual grunt. He circled around searching for ammo, disappointed to find nothing for his assault rifle. As Jeff snagged the pump shotgun off the wall, Evans whispered for him. He left the unloaded weapon on the display case and circled around an aisle for Evans. Light shone on dirty footprints tracked on the floor, leading for a carpeted corner. Evans lightly moved for it. He motioned for Jeff to unroll the carpet from the tiles as he kept cover. 
With a swift pull on the carpet, they revealed a trapdoor in the floor. You can’t be serious. If what Jeff expected to be down there in fact was actually there, then fate truly guided his life. He opened the door next. A short ladder led down to a dark pit.
“Anyone down there? We will shoot if you don’t respond,” said Jeff. 
No response. 
Evans removed the light on his vest and tossed it down into the hole hoping to trick any threats into revealing themselves. 
Nothing. 
“All clear, I think.”
“I’ll go first.” Evans shoved past Jeff. Less than a ten-foot drop and Evans crouched, aiming, dust floating around him. He shot a look at Jeff, eyes beaming and a larger-than-usual smile. “Get down here.” 
Jeff had no idea where to begin . . .
Kevlar? Check. 
Pistols? Check
Sub-machine guns? Check
Assault rifles? Check
Grenades, C4 and other lovely explosives? Check. 
An RPG? Check 
Two bodies in the corner, man and child, each with a bullet in their head? Check. 
 
Kevlar fit snugly against Jeff’s chest. An MP5N sub machine gun hung off it by a strap. He had an M4A1 carbine in his hands as they returned for the SUV. 
Jeff had convinced Evans to help him bury the bodies found inside the basement. Evans thought it a waste of time. The right thing is never a waste of time. The father and son had deserved better. Perhaps burying them eased his conscience for taking the weapons from the father’s store. 
The right thing. 
While they found rifles more powerful than the ones they carried, both men were trained with the M4A1. After all, this wasn’t a video game where one magically leveled up to a new weapon. Regardless, they piled as many weapons as possible into the trunk. 
They drove away from the store, the SUV full of guns, ammo, food, and drinks. Both men smiled gleefully; the supply run was a clear success. 
Of course, all good things must end. 
And they did. 
A woman rushed from an alleyway, screaming her lungs hoarse. Blood covered her gown. “My baby! Help, they have my baby!” 
Evans stared at the alley far up the clear street they were on. “We should keep moving.” 
“And leave her?” 
“We’re stocked full, Brennan. We can’t risk losing our supplies.” 
“Help!” she kept screaming. 
Evans grunted. “She’s going to attract a whole damn horde.” 
“Let me hop out. I’ll grab her, then we move.” 
“And when she convinces you to save her kid?” 
Jeff gave him a short stare. “The kid is already dead.”
Evans slammed the breaks. “Hurry the fuck up.”
The right thing. The passenger door flung open. Jeff rushed out, carbine raise, stock pressed tight. Two silenced shots removed two stumblers emerging from the alleyway behind the woman. She fell to the pavement right as Jeff reached her. “You bit?” 
“Wh- what?” 
“Did they bite you?” Jeff squeezed the trigger. Another bullet swooshed. 
“No, but my baby, they have my Pickles.” 
Jeff squinted away. “Pickles?” 
“My puppy! They ate him right from my hands!” 
She’s covered in dog blood. Son of a—
“Brennan!” Evans stood on the SUV’s footboard, aiming over its roof. 
Pavement rumbled beneath his boots. Hungry moans grew closer. “How many attacked you?” He stared at the shivering woman. 
“My Pickles!” 
“Christ, lady.” Jeff yanked her to her feet and grabbed her close, holding his carbine out with one hand. 
A zombie horde blasted from the alley. “Brennan!” Evans opened fire. Bullets whizzed over Jeff as he carried the frazzled woman, who kept crying. The right thing. He threw her in the back seat and slammed the door shut. “Go!” he yelled over Evans’ bullets as he got inside the SUV. 
Five, ten, twelve, seventeen, twenty-five, thirty—
He abandoned counting as more and more zombies stormed the SUV. Evans slammed on the accelerator. Tires screeched. The woman kept screaming. Dead hands, teeth, spit, and grime pressed against windows. The SUV bounced over breaking limbs. A head rolled across the windshield. A starved skeleton latched onto the hood, grey hair strands flying across its moldy skull. An open mouth revealed a few, crooked teeth.
“Get us out of here!” Jeff shouted
“What do you think I’m doing, whacking off to rotten corpses?” 
The SUV finally broke through the horde, giving the occupants a glimpse of the clear road ahead. 
The SUV jerked suddenly, swerving uncontrollably. Jeff grabbed the ‘oh-shit’ bar above his head as they spun. 
“We lost a fucking tire!” Evans roared. 
Screeching struck his ears as they flew off the road. A laundromat’s sign flashed into his eyes before bricks tumbled onto the SUV’s hood. The gray skeleton corpse broke in half, its body flying over the roof. Intestines tumbled down glass to a small stream of smoke rising from the hood. 
“I can’t believe it. I crashed. Again.” Evans slammed his fist into the steering wheel once. Then twice more, rapidly, furiously. 
The SUV was dead.
“No time for regrets, they’re here.” Jeff twisted in his seat. The horde charged for three trapped souls. 
Evans said, “Yeah? Well, burying that family and helping the wench are pretty damn regretful moments right about now!” 
The woman shivered behind them, frail arms sticking out from her gown. “Am I the wench?” 
Evans rolled his eyes and kicked his car door open, swinging two Colt 9mm SMGs from his back. 
“What the hell are you doing, Jon?” 
Before opening fire, Evans glanced to the side. “Killing as many as I can.” 
Bullets sprayed at the flooding decayed flesh. Bodies fell, trampled by following sprinters. Some tripped. Some dropped from splattered knees. When both SMGs ran out, Evans threw them at the closest creatures. He twisted back for his M4A1. Jeff had it ready on the driver’s seat. 
Evans spun back and fired with short, accurate bursts. 
Jeff opened his door, his side clear from any attack. Using the seat for a boost, he aimed over the SUV roof. He might have counted thirty or so zombies earlier, and hoped to see the number reduced after Evans’ roaring attack. No such luck; the number had doubled. 
No. Tripled. 
Sprinters and stumblers rioted for their next meals. 
The quickest sprinter launched for Evans. His clip was empty. He smashed the carbine into the creature’s face, its blood spraying across the laundromat’s bricks. 
“Get back in!” Jeff called out. 
Evans tossed the rifle in the SUV, fired two shots from his Beretta, and slammed the driver door shut. 
Jeff lowered himself back in.
A gray and green sea covered all glass, all light, all hope. A sprinter with an enormous mouth slapped its tongue against Evans’ window. “Fuck you!” He hurled saliva at the clear barrier between him and them, chunky phlegm rolling down the door. 
The rover rocked back and forth, bodies clambering at all sides. A lanky teen scratched at Jeff’s windows. 
The two VTF members stared at one another as the women kept screaming behind them. She reached bloodied arms at their faces and Evans had to shove her back. As her gown rode up her body, they both saw a bite mark on her leg 
“Are you serious?” Evans snapped and glared at Jeff. With zero hesitation, the specialist swung back and put a bullet in the woman’s head. The right thing. 
“I didn’t see it,” said Jeff. 
“Doesn’t matter now.” 
Rocking, bouncing, moaning, slapping and clawing. 
Jeff’s heart slammed in his chest, hating this ending to his life. Fate mocks me. He looked at his partner as glass cracked around them. “Got any ideas?” 
“Yeah.” Evans raised two handguns. “When they break through, save the last bullet for yourself.”



ALEC 
Nicole’s gentle, alluring eyes finally opened. 
Ignoring her wince of pain, he grabbed her face and pressed close. “I’ve missed you.” 
“Alec,” she coughed. “I can’t breathe.” 
Alec shamefully lifted off her. “Sorry, Nicole, I—” 
“What happened? Where are we?” 
“We’re safe. We’re at a clinic.” 
“The yacht?” Life flushed her pale face with color and warmth. 
“It sank.” Their hands touched. “But we’re safe.” 
“Who else is here?” She tried to sit up but Alec feared more pain would find her. 
“Careful, honey.” He closed in again. 
“Alec,” she wheezed, smiling. “I love you, but you’re in smothering-mode.” 
Alec froze over the bed, hand hanging by her cheek. “Oh.” He returned to the stool. “You had me worried, is all.” 
“And I adore you for caring so much. I just need to breathe.” 
“I’ll get you water.” He jumped to his feet. 
She touched his hand, and her bright smile gave him everything he needed. “Kiss me first.” 
And he did. Even with chapped, dry lips, the kiss comforted him more than anything else had since she was last awake. He slipped from the exam room, shutting the door quietly behind him. 
Across the compact hall in the waiting room was Dr. Dylan Evans and Deputy Jimmy Miller. 
“Look who decided to take a walk.” Dylan smiled. 
Miller was the physical embodiment of hell. Bandages swaddled his hacked, broken torso. More bandages were wrapped around his mangled, swollen face. His nose, upper lip and eyes could be seen through the white mask. Orange hair strands peeked out from the bandages around his head. “Alec,” the deputy mumbled. “How are you?” He spoke slowly, his voice making clear the level of pain and misery he’d endured. 
“Good, I’m just grabbing Nicole water.” 
“She awake yet?” the doctor asked. 
He lied, saying no, and went for the water bottle stash in the closet across from the office. He took two, leaving the last three bottles for the others. As he returned to Nicole, he couldn’t help but overhear the conversation in the waiting room. 
“No, no, no.” Dylan waved his hand adamantly in front of Miller. “Tell me you’re kidding.” 
“Afraid not.” It was impossible to tell whether he smiled under the bandages. “Not proud, I’ll tell ya, but I was a kid.” 
“So you’re telling me, you’d pull up to girls, who obviously were jogging, exercising, sweating, and you would ask if they needed a ride? Defeating her whole purpose for being out, of course.” 
“Like I said,”—Miller weakly shrugged—“I was a dumb kid.” 
“You actually did this to find a quick squeeze?” 
Miller stretched a shaking hand for Dylan’s lap, where Alec saw a vodka bottle. Doctor and patient drinking together at a time like this? The world has truly changed. 
“You deserve to drink, Jim, because that’s one of the dumbest things I’ve ever heard.” Dylan chuckled. 
“I will, and you keep the damn judgements to yourself, Doc.” 
“Hey, don’t get all negative on me. No point in sadness now. Who knows how long we have left?” 
Alec understood why the doctor drank. He’d lost his lover, his yacht, and almost his nephew. As for Miller, well, Miller typically did nothing smart. 
Alec returned to Nicole, secluding them from the others. She smiled as he opened the bottle of water for her. He brought it to her lips. 
“Wait,” she whispered. “Remember when you spilled coke all over me at the zoo? You have shaky hands, sir.” 
Alec’s lips spread. “I just keep messing up since you’ve come back.” He shut the shades over the window next to her. 
“No,” she murmured and touched his wrist. “You’re perfect.” She drank deeply from the water bottle. 
Alec rolled the stool to her bedside, flicking at the paper she lay on. 
“So, catch me up on everything.” 
“Well, Dylan and Jimmy are out in the waiting room, keeping watch. Jeff left with that Marine guy, or whatever he is, to get food.” 
“That’s nice of them.” She sipped again, licking water off her lips. “I, for some reason, remember Jeff telling me about his nickname.” 
“Oh, yeah? What did he say?” 
“You gave it to him because he knocked homers out in little league, right?” 
My sweet Nicole. “Sure, honey, why not.” He craved another kiss. So he leaned in, but the sound of breaking glass from outside the room shattered the moment. 
Shouts slipped under the exam room door. Alec pounced, slamming his weight against it. “You don’t let anyone in but me, got it?” 
Nicole nodded. He slipped out. 
In the room across from him, Dylan limped to scattered chairs, crunching glass with each step. A body was sprawled over the mess. 
Miller struggled to stand, touching his holstered pistol. Alec wondered why no one had taken it from him while he was healing. Typical Jimmy, I suppose. The deputy looked at Alec. “He came flying through the damn doors!” 
Dylan crouched over the body, dropping his cane and feeling for a pulse. He still had the vodka bottle in one hand, which Alec found absurd. “He’s alive. What’s his name again? Karl?” 
With each step closer to the body, the room shrank around Alec. His heart pounded. “His name is Kale.”
Kale’s short frame had been pierced by broken glass in several places. His stump wound was behind his lower back, free of bandages. His closed eyes seemed at peace. 
Alec said, “How did he get here?” 
“No idea, he came flying in like Jim said.” Dylan looked up at him, clearly intoxicated. Professionalism, no, common sense died with the world. “Help me get him in the other room.” 
Alec crouched, grabbing Kale’s hairy legs. And with that touch, a dark tendril latched onto him briefly, then vanished. He flew back, landing on glass. Shards dug at his back. What the... what the hell was that? He was unsure if he’d imagined the whole thing. 
“Whoa!” Dylan shouted. After carefully lowering Kale to the ground, he hauled Alec to his feet. “You okay?” 
He ignored the cuts from the shards. “I-I’m not even sure.” 
Dr. Dylan offered the vodka bottle. “If you need it.” 
Alec waved the alcohol away, for fate was enough poison in his veins.



JEFF 
Amidst thudding and moaning, Jeff heard a distant buzzing. He ignored whatever it was coming from because zombies were on all sides of the SUV, and they would break through any second. 
Make that in less than a second. 
The rear window shattered first. They slathered and pushed and shoved and clawed at each other to get in. 
“Tell me why you were kicked out of the Marines.” Jeff and Evans both spun to face the rear window, aiming at the creatures flooding in. 
“Right now?” Evans fired at the closest one. 
The zombies grabbed the woman’s body in the backseat and dragged her into the trunk, feasting upon her, providing a temporary respite for the two members of the VTF. 
“Yeah, right now,” said Jeff as another crack spidered across his window. 
Skin stretched off the woman’s bones in long bloody sheets. They gripped her flesh in their teeth, and she was quickly devoured by the starving corpses.
“Tell you what,” said Evans, twisting around in his seat, keeping guard on all sides, “we get out of this? I’ll tell you.” 
“And if we don’t?” Another crack shot through Jeff’s window. Three undead clawed at glass, salivating for him. 
Evans gave him a brief stare. “Then you’ll no longer give a shit.” 
Shards of glass blasted across Jeff’s face, scathing his skin. A hungry mouth darted for him, only to meet his MP5N. As he clenched the trigger, another set of teeth sprung inside. He slammed a palm at its forehead, fighting it back. 	
“Move your hand!” 
He did and Evans blasted skull apart. 
Jeff unleashed short spurts to conserve ammo. Outside, they shoved at each other to clamber through his window. 
A sharp crack sliced across Evans’ window. He spun his back to Jeff and raised both Berettas. His window had another second of life, so he turned back for the rear. 
Zombies had climbed over what was left of the woman. 
Jeff’s ears rang. His heart raced. The window behind Evans shattered apart completely. Arms reached in and wrapped around his Kevlar, tugging him back. Jon! He pressed his pistols into their heads and took two down. But more kept reaching in. He kicked and squirmed, flailing his way out of the SUV. He disappeared, but bullets flew from the ground, taking out any zombies that dropped for him. 
“Jon!” There was a brief clearing on Jeff’s side. He sprayed the SMG out Evans’ window, covering his friend till the last bullet.
Grabbed, nails scratched across Jeff’s face. He elbowed whatever had him, but his arm landed between its teeth. 
And as it was about to chew his flesh—
And as the swarm piled on Evans—
And as their lives were about to end—
A wave of bullets flew from the heavens, blasting limbs and blood across the rover. A spotlight shone down on the SUV. Windows cleared. Bodies dropped. Bullets ripped through metal, one slicing in Jeff’s calf. He clenched his teeth, punched his door open, and took out three zombies with his remaining ammo. He limped around to the driver’s side, praying Evans was there. 
Above, a helicopter circled around. The machine gun’s protective fire still cleared the area. Some zombies crawled for Jeff. A tidy pile of corpses was stacked against the driver’s door. “Jon!” Jeff fell to his knees. 
He tugged bodies off, one by one, until there was only bloodied concrete. “Jon?” 
A hand struck Jeff’s back. He spun. A twisted jaw lunged for his face but he shoved the zombie back, reloaded, and finished it. 
A hand struck his ankle from under the SUV and as he was about to fire, Evans revealed himself. 
“Did they bite you?” Jeff grabbed for his friend. 
“Holy shit that was intense, yeah?” He crawled out from underneath the vehicle.
The helicopter circled around again, hovering in the sky, eliminating the last few threats. Not all were dead, but the remaining ones were disabled. The sprinters became extinct—or at least Jeff hoped for them to be gone. 
The machine gun’s work was finally done. 
Jeff and Evans reached the roof of the laundromat with relative ease and waved for the helicopter to descend. But the machine gun came back to life, and Jeff rushed to the edge of the roof. 
Sprinters. How are they finding us so fast?
Dozens and dozens clambered at the brick building’s sides, tearing at one another. They climbed on the SUV, then an overhang, clawing for the roof. 
“Get us out of here!” Evans yelled to the chopper. Upon lowering several feet above the roof, Jeff realized they were being rescued by the VTF.
“Slinger and Malone! Hell, fucking, yes!” Evans raised his pistol and fired a random shot to celebrate. 
Rotten hands reached the roof. 
“Time to fly, boys!” greeted Slinger. 
“Go, big guy.” Evans shoved. 
Jeff limped with the bullet in his calf, but pulled himself in the aircraft and spun back before even looking around the inside of the helicopter.
Evans fired two shots at zombies who sprinted along the roof for him. Dashing and waving, he yelled, “Pull away from the roof!” And he leapt, right into Jeff’s arms. The helicopter didn’t fly away fast enough and a zombie latched onto Evans’ leg. He slipped in Jeff’s grip and fell, but Jeff dropped with him, snagging his wrist, retrieving a stronger hold. 
Malone and Slinger anchored Jeff’s body. 
Evans dangled midair, twisting and kicking at the hissing creature climbing up his limbs. 
Slipping. He’s slipping. Jeff tightened his fingers around Evans’ wrist. “I’m losing him!”
Slipping. The weight on Jeff’s back lessened. Slinger stretched out above him, her brown hair twisting around her neck. Her SMG steadied. 
Evans shot a glance up, his jaw wide. “Shit!” 
Slinger fired. 
The zombie on Evans fell, crumbling apart across concrete. With Malone’s help, Jeff got Evans in the helicopter. He wiped his face and they slammed foreheads. “Rah, brother, rah.” 
Smiling, Jeff turned around, and his smile grew larger upon seeing his old friend. “Scot.” 
“That was some Stallone shit, Homer.” Scot leaned forward, stretching out his hand. Jeff gripped it, saw Kelsey, and the smiles continued. 
Everything was unfolding as it should.



KALE 
He awoke in a tiny exam room on a tiny exam room bed. Struggling to rise, he wanted to leave, but Alec entered the room before he could. Alec’s greeting was blunt, direct. “How did you get here?” 
These are his first words to me? “Yeah, good to see you, Alec.” 
Alec stood at the end of the bed. “Sorry, I...”
“Having a hard time believing?” 
“Yes.” 
“Typical Alec. Never believes anything.” Kale sat up, crossing his stub of an arm over his lap. 
Alec tapped the bed, emphasizing his point. “I’ve always believed in love.”
“Oh,” Kale chuckled, “cut this cheesy bullshit.” 
“Dammit, Kale. Look,”—he bit his lip, leaning forward—“it came back for us on the yacht. It wanted you. And, I’m glad you’re back, I am, but this is insane.” 
Just say I was right, Alec. Say it and I forgive you. 
He said, “Where did it take you?” 
“Hard to say. It was dark. Really dark. When I came to,”—he had to glance away—“I was here on this bed. How long have I been gone for?” 
“Days.” 
Of course, I do remember everything. It took me, it possessed me. I am its evil-doer. But, maybe, maybe they can help me. “I remember the Embracer killing people on the yacht. Where’s Jeff?” 
“He went for supplies. He wants to look for you.” 
“Really?” I still have one friend. 
“Yeah, wanted me to come. But the guy is losing it. I mean, how would he find you?” 
Kale shrugged. “There is something big bringing us together. Call it fate, call it luck, call it whatever you want. It’s real.” 
“Call me death,” the whisper chuckled darkly in Kale’s mind. He had to shake it aside. 
“So, you really don’t remember anything since the yacht? The Embracer just threw you into this clinic? That makes zero sense.”
Kale grinned widely. “When did any of this make sense?” Even if I wanted his help, even if I dared to ask, he’d never understand. I’m on my own till Jeff returns. Why give Alec any truth? 
The whisper returned, “Would Jeff help? You’ve massacred an entire family. He is too noble to help a murderer.” 
Alec squinted at Kale. “Why are you twitching like that?” 
Kale froze. “What?” 
“Forget it.”
Just say I was right, Alec. “So when Jeff asked you to join him, what did you say, fuck Kale?” 
“No, not exactly. But I can’t leave.” 
“And why is that?”
“You know the answer.” Alec tapped the bed again. “I’ll never leave Nicole.” 
“Figures.” Kale laughed. 
Alec narrowed his eyes. “What does that mean?” 
“Never mind.” 
“No, please, enlighten me.” 
Heat flushed through Kale’s cheeks. “Look, man, I just got back. Sorry I said anything.” 
Of all the things Alec could’ve done, he tossed Kale the middle finger. “My fiancée was almost killed, and you have to be a jealous asshole. Are we back in high school? When will you grow up?”
Angry now, Kale sat straight. “You know what, Alec? You’re fucking pathetic. Go cower away with your girl. It’s what you’ve always done. It’s what you’ll always do.” 
From the doorway, Alec muttered, “Good to have you back, Kale.” The door slammed and he was gone. 
Rage boiled through Kale’s arms, his neck, his chest, and his legs. He trembled on the bed, ready to launch into the hall and knock sense into his so-called friend. I’m taken by the creature that had changed our paths forever, that has haunted us since high school, and he sees me again, and he acts like this? 
“It’s time,” breathed the whisper. 
“No, he’s just brainwashed.” 
“You will kill her, and him, and everyone else.”
Kale fought to rid the whispers from his mind. After struggling for a few moments, silence graced him. He relaxed, relieved, and slouched on the exam room bed, crinkling paper beneath him. He wondered why the paper was even there. Dylan, good doctor. 
The whisper lashed at his mind: “Enough stalling, go and kill!” 
The door opened again. Kale shot straight. Hopeful. “Alec?” 
“Sorry.” The doctor cleared his throat. “Wanted to check on you.” 
“Come in.” Kale slouched back down on the table. 
Dr. Dylan rolled a stool to his side. He stared at the mangled flesh that hung over the amputation. “You removed the bandage, I see.” 
“Yeah, feels fine.” 
Dylan quickly scanned over the operation he’d performed with Pat on the yacht. “Remarkable. The way you’re healing. You truly are special.” 
If only Alec thought the same. “Uh, thanks.” 
“I mean, your body heals at an incredible rate. What did your parents feed you?” He laughed to himself. Leaning over the bed, he shined a flashlight over the mutilated limb he called an arm. Don’t touch it! 
The doctor withdrew, folding his arms. Kale smelled vodka in his breath. Is everyone a damn alcoholic? 
“I never got a chance to thank you before,” said Kale. “Even if I lost my hand, I’m still alive, thanks to you and Pat. I’m sorry for your loss.” 
Dylan wiped quickly at his eyes. “He died saving all of us.” He rose, smiling. “You’re all right, Kale. I’ll get some fresh bandages for your—” Another glance at the stump froze him in place. 
He’s staring at my arm again. Why? 
Dylan leaned in, fascinated, pointing at the stub. “What
is that?” 
Bone was moving slightly out of Kale’s stub. His eyebrows raised. “No!” 
Dylan’s touch ignited the bone-dagger, and the doc grabbed Kale’s arm with both hands, his shocked eyes staring at the blade. “Kale?” He gasped in pain, then slid slowly off the bed, collapsing to the ground. Blood soaked his shirt as he looked at the fresh hole cut into his stomach. Trembling in the exam room’s corner, his eyes closed. 
“Fuck,” whispered Kale.
“One down, boy. Keep going.” 
Kale soon found himself in the waiting room of the clinic. Miller was sitting alone, crippled and drunk with the vodka bottle. “Oh, Kale. Howdy.” He stared at the blood soaking Kale’s arm, Dylan’s blood. “Is that from the glass?” 
“Yes.” Kale plopped onto the seat next to him. 
“Well, it’s good to see you back. Thought you were a goner. Hell, I thought I was a goner. I mean, what the hell was that thing that attacked us on the yacht? Crazy nut sacks, am I right?” 
Man when he talks, he really talks. “So, still want to see the stars, Jimmy?” 
Miller smiled. “Space, I’ll always crave it.” 
Imbecile. “Hey, Jimmy, remember when we gave you five bucks to spread peanut butter on your balls and—” 
“Kale! Shit. Can we please have one normal conversation? I’m not that guy anymore. We’ve both changed.” His eyes blinked rapidly under the mask of bandages that swathed his face. 
Kale chuckled, breaking into outright laughter. 
“Yes, boy, yes. Feel the warmth of evil,” said the whisper. 
“What’s so funny, asshole? I do have my cuffs, and last I checked, you’re still guilty.” 
Kale, still chuckling, glanced at the deputy. “I suppose I’m guilty of sitting next to a R-Tard.” 
“I’m not retarded!” Miller flinched in pain from the force of the yell. “You’re the same asshole.” 
“Oh, Jimmy, you’ll always be a bumbling fool. But I have certainly changed.” 
Miller stirred in the chair next to Kale, his eyes a bit more alert. “What are you talking about?” 
“Let me show you.” Kale opened himself to evil, and the darkness consumed him. He faced Miller directly, his eyes black with hate and his veins pulsing, corrupted and dark. 
The quaking Miller rose in his seat. “Kale, what, what, what, what?” He slammed his fist into Kale’s stomach, breaking away and rushing for the clinic exit. 
But Kale moved faster. He swung Miller to the middle of the waiting room. The deputy’s limbs shook as he pressed to rise. A foot to his back sent him flat on the ground. 
Miller squealed as Kale stomped again, and again, until blood soaked through bandages. He flipped Miller’s limp body over. 
Miller slammed the vodka bottle against Kale’s face and he lost his balance, falling over. Squirming on the carpet, bottle in one hand, Miller struggled to arm himself with his gun. 
On all fours, Kale snarled at him. “Gotta do better than that, Jimmy.” He pounced on the deputy, pinning him to the ground, wrapping a hand around his throat. Miller swung the bottle again, but the bone-dagger emerged and impaled the deputy’s wrist. The bottle tumbled from Miller’s nerveless fingers, clanking on the ground. 
Miller’s eyes locked to the unnatural blade that had broken from the Embracer’s body. “Holy shit.” 
“Slice his neck, just like Henry’s.” 
Kale grinned. “With pleasure.” 
A sharp pain tore through Kale’s neck. Another at his arm. Another in his abs. He’s shooting me, Kale told himself as he fell off Miller. Somehow, the deputy had fired through his holster. Impossible. 
Using a chair for balance, Jimmy Miller struggled to his feet. Kale watched, lying in pain, surprised. 
Miller rushed for the exit but paused. “I’m sorry, Kale.”
Hesitating to kill me was your fatal mistake. Miller spun, gun raised, and managed two pulls at the trigger before Kale’s dagger launched through his heart. Kale grabbed his neck, twisting the blade deeper. He spun Miller to the ground, straddling him, impaling him. “Let me show you, Jimmy.” 
A dying breath evaporated. 
Kale reached into the deputy’s pocket and retrieved his badge. A shiny gold star. And he used it to carve out Jimmy Miller’s staring eyes.



ALEC 
Too many threats out there. 
Paper crinkled beneath them. He kissed Nicole’s head, her neck, and her soft shoulder. She turned her head and they locked lips. “I love you,” he whispered. 
She did the same. 
Then came the sounds of screams and gunshots. 
They both sat straight, staring at the teal exam room door. Kale? No.
Another gunshot. 
“Alejandro,” stirred Nicole. “I don’t like it here.” 
“Neither do I.” He rose off the bed and stepped to the door. 
Another gunshot. 
“Remember what I said earlier?” 
She nodded, looking exhausted and scared. “Don’t go.” 
“I won’t let anyone near this room.” He stepped outside and pressed his back to the door. 
Chairs were scattered about the crimson-stained waiting room. Blood. Organs. Miller’s hollowed insides stuck to surrounding walls. The broken entrance was wide open, allowing a cold breeze to crawl in the clinic. 
Jimmy...what happened to you?
Tapping outside brought Alec closer to the broken glass doors. He stepped carefully over Miller. Over blood, guts, and chairs. Outside, the street was clear. An apartment complex stood at the street’s other end. Once again, a yellow fire hydrant caught his eyes. 
Tapping came from around the clinic’s corner. 
Forget it. Go back to Nicole. He flipped inside, just as he heard her scream echo from within the exam room. He was running, his feet slamming into the carpet, splashing blood, kicking chairs, squashing a kidney. “Nicole!” He yelled before even reaching the door. And when he swung it open, his world crashed down around him. Wind blew through the open window. He touched the empty bed. It was still warm. He pressed his hands against the windowsill and looked outside, seeing only a tall line of brush over dry grass. He swung both ways. No sign of her. “Nicole!” He launched out the window, scraping against broken glass. The night blurred as he sprinted from one end of the clinic to the other, screaming her name. Fuck if anything hears me, where is she? 
Alec ran back to the entrance. No Nicole. Why the hell did I just leave her? He fell to his knees and clenched his hands to his chest, screaming her name. 
“Alec,” a cold voice said from behind. 
He twisted on the cement to Kale. “Where is she?” 
Kale grinned lifelessly. “Who?” 
He burst to his feet and grabbed Kale’s shirt and spat at him, “Nicole.” His lips tremored with rage. 
“I’ll tell you, but first, get back inside and keep quiet. They come.” 
Alec tugged Kale harder. “You tell me right now, you piece of shit, or so help me, I’ll peel your stupid face right off your goddamn skull.” 
Kale was calm. Too calm. “Please, get inside. I want you to see something.” 
Alec shoved him forward toward the waiting room. Kale glanced at Miller’s massacred corpse and laughed. “Poor Jimmy, right?” 
Alec had no answer for that. “Tell me where she is.” 
“Soon, you must see something first.” 
When they reached the hall, he saw the doctor crawling on the ground. Dylan’s shaking hand stretched from his blood-soaked shirt. He moaned, “Kale did this.” 
Before Alec reacted, Kale threw him into the exam room that once had Nicole and locked the door. Alec twisted on the ground, under the window, feet kicking glass. “What the hell, Kale!” 
A dark horror consumed Kale’s face. His now lifeless eyes, black like those of a doll, stared down at Alec. Black veins pulsated through his arms and neck. A dark sliver ran up his cheek. 
Alec gasped in recognition. “You turned. They made you an Embracer?” 
“No, you fucking did.” 
Anger pushed Alec to his feet. “You better hope you kill me.” 
“I plan on it.” 
A blade burst out of Kale’s sawed-off wrist. He’s a monster. Alec quickly scanned for a weapon, then remembered the scalpel. He swung it from his pocket. 
“Mine is bigger,” grinned Kale. 
Alec’s grip around the blade was sweaty. “Tell me where she is.” 
“She’s fine. She’s with a friend. Don’t worry.” 
“You have no friends.” 
Kale hissed, “I do now.” 
Alec lunged first, missing entirely. Kale laughed at him then struck. Skin broke over Alec’s arm. A shallow cut. Alec tried another strike, nicking Kale’s shoulder. They sidestepped around one another in the compact room. Kale parried the scalpel on the third attack. He charged. Alec’s lower back crashed into the counter as Kale pinned his wrist next to the sink. 
They were face to face. Alec clenched his teeth. Kale snarled. 
“I hate you, Kale,” cursed Alec. 
“You’ve always hated me.” 
His once true friend, turned Embracer of Death, lifted the blade over Alec’s head. No. Nicole. Save her. Alec roared and threw an elbow to Kale’s temple. He freed himself off the counter. 
Kale launched his foot into Alec’s gut. The scalpel slid to the door. With dazed eyes, Alec crawled for his weapon until his face was forced to a lift, slamming against a wall. Pinned. Blade wrapped around his neck. 
“Tell me I was right,” Kale whispered into his ear. His rotten breath made Alec gag. 
“Tell me where Nicole is.” 
A bang on the door, followed by another. “Let me in, damn you,” groaned Dr. Dylan on the other side.
They ignored him.
“Jeff will kill you when he returns.” Alec tried to shove away but Kale slammed him harder, his face digging in plaster. 
“He won’t get the chance, not yet, not here.” Kale spun Alec to the bed. Paper ripped as he shoved off, as a foot snapped his jaw. He tumbled over the windowsill, glass stabbing his chest. He grabbed a shard. His hand dripped blood as he snapped it off. Spinning, he swung. 
Kale’s dagger dug deep into Alec’s shoulder. 
“You spare her!” Alec cried as the pain stabbed through his body, as his legs wobbled, as he slid weakly to the floor. 
Kale retracted the blade. “I want you to see.” He turned his back. 
“See what?” Alec choked, tasting blood. 
Quickly turning, Kale held out his cupped hands to Alec, showing two red eyeballs. “I want you to see what you’ve made me.” 
“Nicole, Nicole! What have you done?” He tried to rise but Kale shoved him back to the floor. 
“Relax, these are not her eyes.” 
Jimmy. Alec wanted to fight but pain and evil locked him in place. 
“Tell me I was right,” whispered Kale. 
“Never.” And Alec apologized for failing his love. 
Kale simply shrugged, saying that wretched word, “Meh,” and his fist crushed Alec’s face. Again. Again. Cheek broken, chin shattered, nose pulverized. Again. Again. All destroyed. 
The room bled to nothing.



KALE 
Kill. 
He remembered Jeff’s smile. How dorky and fat it’d been. He remembered Scot’s smirk. How annoying and selfish it’d been. And he remembered Alec’s stare. How silent and cold it’d been. With his three friends, he had left the hospital a hero that day. 
Eight years ago, he’d been a hero. 
Time dwindled into the black void that consumed him now. I am something else. Something worse than my former self. Something evil. But he knew there was a chance, a fragment of hope as long as Alec finally realized what needed to be done. 
So
he tossed Alec to the ground. Dark blue sky chilled across the barren ledge of the cliff they were on. 
Alec jolted on the ground, lashing out aimlessly. Blood stained his face a dark red. A crook in his nose. Swollen eyes. I’ve managed to turn this beautiful beefcake ugly.
“Where are we?” he choked, lying on his side, grabbing his gut. “What have you done?” 
“Relax. It ends soon.” I wish they’d listened to me from the start. “Stand up when you find the strength.” 
Alec’s swollen face lifted an inch off the dirt. “You killed Jimmy Miller.” 
“Yes.” 
“Nicole is alive, though?” 
“Yes.” He paced around Alec. “Now I know you have the strength. The power. Find it, friend, and rise.” 
“Kale,” he choked again. “I’m not what you think I am. I hurt and I’m in pain. I’m dying.” 
“You’re not.” 
“Let me see her once, please.” 
I wish things were different. “You’re the hero this world needs, Alec. And I’m the push you require.” 
A muddy mix of drool and dirt hung from Alec’s mouth. “You’re insane.” 
“Maybe.” Kale crouched by his side, running his stub gently over Alec’s arm. Alec flinched with disgust and pushed him away. “I’m trying to help you.” 
“You want me dead.” 
Kale bit his lip, staring off at the dark surface. “No. I want you to accept your path.” 
“To be a hero?” 
With a nod, Kale said, “Whatever you want to call it. But she holds you back, man, and she always has.” 
“She makes life worth living.” 
Kill. Kale stood, impatient. “Rise already.” 
“I can’t feel anything. You beat me numb.” He rolled on his back, coughing. 
“You’re being a baby.” 
Alec pushed his upper body off the ground with his shaking arms. His chin hung down to his chest. “What happened to you, Kale?” 
“It came for me.” 
“And did what? Turn you? You can fight it.” 
“I can’t.” Sometimes I think I’m stronger. Sometimes I feel I can overcome it. But it consumes me, gives me warmth, gives me purpose. Now I wait for its command. “The Eradicator of Life claims you.” 
“The what? Jesus, Kale, listen to yourself. This isn’t a game.” 
“I know that!” Kale slammed his foot at Alec’s face, sending his head flying to the side and on the dirt. 
Alec grabbed his broken nose, whimpering. Blood gushed down his lips. He crawled closer to the cliff. But Kale snagged his ankles and dragged him farther from the edge. Alec clawed at the dirt, trying to slow down. His body bumped over a rock. 
Kale dropped him and flipped him over. His face bled more, wobbling on his weak and bruised neck. 
Alec’s voice cracked. “What do you want?” 
“I want you to rise, Alec. You survived that day at the well. Jeff survived the submarine and the zombie attack. Scot survived the stabbing during the egging. You all rise. You all are set to do great things. Marvelous things.” He crouched over him. “So rise, motherfucker.” 
And if he does rise, maybe I can help. Maybe we can fight this evil together. 
Or maybe I’ll kill. 
Alec lay there a minute. The sun began its rise, a sliver of orange wanting to break free across the sky. Don’t think of it as a sign of hope. Hope died with me.
Teeth clenched, Alec pressed his hands to the dirt, and his back shook as he lifted. He wobbled around, but finally stood, swaying with no strength on his feet. He stumbled toward Kale, who caught him. “I’m up.” Blood oozed down his nose, over his lips, off his chin. “P-please take me to Nicole.” 
“No.” Kale let go and circled around him. “We have to talk.” 
A painful groan dripped bloodily from Alec’s mouth. “What?” 
“This Eradicator, it came to our world, it turns the living into its Embracers of Death. It turns the dead into its decayed army. It wants this world for its own, rid of the human race. But Alec, we can fight it together.” 
“You’re a murdering psycho, Kale. You don’t want to save anyone.” 
“I do!” I do. “But it possesses me!” 
Alec’s trembling hands ran over his ripped shirt, soaking blood. “So now what?” 
“I want you to run. Get as far from me as you can. Find Jeff. Hey, even find that pathetic piece-of-shit Scot. And do what you guys were born to do. Save.” 
Alec stepped into Kale’s circling path. “You tell me where Nicole is first.”
“Damn, Alec! I’m sparing you and you ask for her.” 
Alec placed a hand on Kale’s shoulder. A light touch. “I admit, I’ve never given you a fair chance. But she is my world. And without her, I have nothing.” 
Kale shrugged his hand off. “Don’t get cute with me.” 
“Listen. I know you think we’re meant for more. I can see why, but that’s all false. Us sticking together, with the ones we care about, and surviving this mess, that’s the only truth left. It’s not too late for you.” He tried to grab Kale but he shrugged away again. “Hey, let’s get Nicole, go back to the clinic, and all live together.” 
Kale grinned. “Happily ever after?” 
Alec even smiled. “As four.” 
The whisper lashed through Kale’s skull. “He lies to you, boy. He’s using you to get her.” 
“He’s not,” said Kale. 
Alec raised a bloodied brow. “Huh?” 
“Kill him now. You don’t need me. Let your envy, your frustration, and your hatred guide you. Destroy him. You wanted their power, always wondered why you weren’t in that well. But you now have their gift. Use it.” 
“I, I can’t kill him.” 
Alec stepped closer, peering at Kale. “Who the hell are you talking to?” 
“He never cared about you and he never will.” 
Kale grabbed his own skull. “Get out of my head!” Twirling around, waving his stub, he bumped Alec. “Run! Get out of here! It’s coming back!” The darkness flooded through him. The bone-dagger unleashed. And as Kale transformed, Alec made an escape. 
He should’ve charged me off the cliff. He should’ve ended my reign of death and suffering that will be forever me. 
Like dark lightning, Kale flashed to Alec’s side, running faster with his new powers. He could have been a hero. Alec slammed into dirt from Kale’s spinning attack. He crawled and kicked at the ground, back facing the cliff. We all could’ve been heroes. Kale grabbed Alec’s head as he tried to rise, and shot a knee at his neck. 
Alec rolled over, grabbing and choking. He reached for Kale. “Please, don’t do this. I’ll do whatever you want, tell me where she is, tell me she’s safe, and I’ll do anything.” 
“Anything?” 
“Yes, please.” 
Kale cocked his head. “You’re pathetic. Both you and Scot. You were given a gift that went to waste. All for what, some pussy? At least simple-minded Homer tried to make something of himself, even if he did abandon me. And you know what, Alec? You don’t deserve any power. I do!” With a ferocious anger, Kale yanked Alec off the ground and flung him a good ten yards away from the cliff. Alec tumbled, rolled, and sprawled in the dirt. But he did try to rise. 
They should have embraced me. 
Alec knelt. “I’m sorry, Kale. Fuck, I’m so sorry. I tried. I really did. Fighting fires, fighting for Brian, damn it, I tried. I’m nothing.” 
Begging now, pathetic. Kale ran his fingers across Alec’s cheek, then teased his flesh with the bone-dagger. And Alec just knelt quietly, waiting for his death. “Fuck,” his lips trembled, “just let me see her one last time. Please, Kale.” 
“God! Blah, blah, blah! There you go again. Her. It’s always her. Some stupid, weak, girl with big tits. All the while, so much good, man, so much you could’ve done. And I sat by, watching you waste it all for her.” He slapped Alec hard in the face. “Now rise and fight me.” 
Alec’s legs shook but he stood, struggling at Kale’s side. “You’ll never understand,” he said. 
“Oh? Understand what?” 
Alec stood straight, fists clenched. “My love for her is stronger than any power you can ever have. So you know what, Kale?” A muddy gob of saliva flew from his mouth and stuck to the Embracer’s shirt. “Go fuck yourself.” And he struck. 
In a single swift motion, Kale ducked, impaling the bone-dagger through Alec’s stomach. Warm blood spilled on his face. A quick lunge at Alec’s chest sent him back to the ground. 
Alec pushed off the dirt, one hand blocking the leaking wound. “Kale!” He charged and the Embracer dodged nimbly out of the way. 
Alec tumbled, rolling over his back, chest, back, chest, back. Kale flashed over as he tried to rise. Hovering above his face, Kale gave him a quick slap. “Get up. Use your power. Rise!” 
Blood bubbled from Alec’s throat. “I, I can’t.”
“Then, I’m sorry.” Kale knelt, touching Alec’s chest. His eyes were sad. “Goodbye, friend.” 
The Embracer’s brush painted red across the canvas of Alec’s flesh. Its victim’s eyes widened. Lips broke. Gurgles. Alec grabbed the slit in his neck, his legs kicking, quickly drowning in his own blood. 
Kale’s grin formed as he realized the Eradicator had no control over him. He had wanted this death. He’d needed it. 
Red froth bubbled over Alec’s trembling lips. His bloody fingers grazed Kale’s cheek. Regret filled his eyes. And as Kale salivated over every last pain Alec felt, he finally realized his destiny. 
All shall die by my hand.




 
 
episode five
SAVE



SADIE 
She snapped the strings on Oderly’s guitar, Moonjava. 
The old hippy had the bad habit of occasionally breaking into song, oblivious to the world dying around them. So Sadie, in order to keep the two of them safe, broke the strings on his guitar. 
After the attack on the restaurant Neptune’s Retreat, the two of them had escaped and fled to a nearby beach. Most of the zombies had gone for Kelsey, Scot, and the others, leaving a safer path for Sadie and Oderly. But she was still pissed. I call the darkness down on them for leaving me with this smelly singing hippy. 
On the beach, Oderly sulked next to her. “My poor Moonjava.” 
“Do you want them to almost eat us again?” 
Oderly lowered his head, his hair a curly red and grey cloud. “It’s such a terrible place to live now.” 
“Darkness. Accept it, Choderly.” 
“I like lighter stuff. Such as marshmallows, ice cream, fairies and blueberries and whipped cream. Oh! And how I love rainbow sprinkles. Don’t you?”
Sadie stopped dead in the sand. Waves crashed at her side. Kelsey, she wondered how her friend was doing. 
Mere hours had passed since the attack on the restaurant, but it felt like ages, and—
“Sadie, Sadie, Sadie—” He would not stop. “Sadie.” 
“What?” 
Oderly stretched out his hand to get her attention. “Rainbow sprinkles, do you like ‘em?” 
May the Dark Dragon burn him down. But she deeply inhaled and breathed. “Sure, sure.” She grabbed his wrist. “Let’s keep moving.” 
They found an alcove on the beach to rest. Warm sand slipped beneath her toes until they walked on heated, soothing pebbles. The alcove provided shade from the striking sun. Oderly had complained numerous times that he’d burn without protective sunshine jelly. Who the hell calls it that? 
She pressed her back against the soft alcove. Some shriveled roots hung above her. Curious. 
“I miss Moonjava’s strings. Why did you hurt her?” 
“Those zombies follow noise, Odes.” 
“Oy, I’m a dumb dumb.” 
Exasperated beyond toleration, Sadie thought, I hope you’re better off, Kelsey. 
Night would fall soon, and with it, a prayer to her Dark Dragon. It saved me at the restaurant, no way I survived that invasion without Its protection. 
“Sadie,” Odes voice spoke softly, “what are you thinking about?” 
She leaned over her knees, seated on pebbles. Shade inched farther over the alcove. “I’m thinking we are quite lucky.” 
“I think so, too. At least I think I do.” 
Thank the Dark Dragon, Oderly, and thank him true. 
As the day fell darker, the waves of the ocean grew louder. She hoped the sound would soothe her to sleep. But for an hour she stayed awake, her eyes wide and listening. 
Crash. 
She curled on the pebbles, back against Oderly. He snored, of course, because the man possessed every annoying trait that existed. She wondered about his age. What he did before all this. If he had any family. A wife. A partner. An animal— 
The thought sickened her. She just wanted her own bed. She wanted Kelsey and Nicole, and, she thought of Jeff. Her head on his broad chest seemed like a slice of paradise. But she was on her own, always had been when she really thought about it.
Oderly. Such a peculiar man. He curled around his mutilated guitar, chopping his lips. The snores subsided momentarily but quickly returned. 
Sadie slid both hands over her face, her black bangs sliding between her fingers. 
Crash. 
She sat straight under the dark sky. Her legs had numerous scratches on them, luckily not one a bite. She thought about dipping her feet in the water, cleansing the wounds, but she feared leaving the alcove. They could be anywhere, she knew. But the snores struck her ears worse than death walker moans. So she left Oderly with his lover, Moonjava, and she went for the sea. 
Sadie knocked off her leather black boots and slid her skirt down. Her black tank top dropped to the pile. In her dark demi bra and matching panties, she stepped in the water. Splashing up to her breasts, she noticed her glistening cleavage under the moonlight. She had never been insecure about her body, although her weight had fluctuated numerous times when she was younger. Most kids from Green Hills looked like models. Perhaps because of the drinking water, she laughed to herself. I’m a model of the dark. She would have loved to say looks meant nothing to her. But anyone who said that lied. 
Crash. 
She thought of Jeff again. How she wanted him to be at the alcove, waiting for her to make her warm. I hope he is saving the world. She shivered and turned for shore, wrapping both arms over her pale, shaking torso. She froze, water washing around her calves. 
Crash.
Five shadows were standing around her clothing pile. 
“We see you out there,” a deep voice said. 
“Get out of the water. It’s fine,” a girl spoke next. 
Crash. 
Trust no one. She saw weapons in some of their hands. However, two of them held surfboards. “What do you want?” What else can I say?
“Just passing by and saw you in the water.” A light flashed at her eyes. She covered her breasts with one arm and her nether region with the other. She squinted against the light. 
“Turn it off,” said Sadie. 
“You infected?” 
“I’m clean,” she called back. 
“Nice,” she heard some douche say followed by a high-five. A girl in the group cursed at them. 
Crash. 
“Turn the light off her.” The girl approached. “I don’t want to get wet, so come out of the water. My name’s Carlin.” 
Dive and swim for it? No, she wasn’t insane. “I’m Sadie.” 
Crash. 
 
Back at the alcove, they sat around a fire that one of the surfers had made. There were five in total including Carlin. Her boyfriend Declan kept watch at the alcove’s end with a man who went by the Baron Von Gnar-Gnar. They looked quite similar; crisp skin, brown hair with sun-kissed strands. Declan’s was much shorter than The Baron’s hair, which swung to his tight, mid-back. 
Brothers, perhaps. 
Around the fire, she sat next to Carlin. Very skinny, tan, bright blonde hair similar to Kelsey’s. Her face was quite narrow and her green and blue eyes gave off a lovely distraction.
The youngest, Timmy, must’ve been just under twenty. No stereotypical surfer vibe from him. Paler, a bit heavier, and silky dark hair pulled behind his ears, he had a cute boy-next-door look. He was wearing a purple and white striped shirt, its sleeves hanging almost to his forearms. 
The last of the group, Kai, examined the wounded Moonjava. “Would’ve loved to strum this baby.” 
“I miss her dearly,” Oderly said to him, petting the guitar. 
Carlin touched Sadie’s knee. “So you came up from Green Hills. What’s it like living there? So nice, I’m sure.”
“It’s okay, lots of spoiled people. But good weather, good scenery, hard to complain.” 
“I went there once,” said Timmy. “With Declan.” 
“Doing what?” Carlin asked him.
“Surfing Lunada Bay.” 
Declan walked over to the Baron Von Gnar-Gnar and whispered something, then returned to his side. He held a sawed-off shotgun, leaning it over his bare shoulder. Neither of them wore shirts, only board shorts. The Baron wielded a sub-machine gun, an Uzi, she believed. 
Sadie turned to Carlin. “You were all surfing when this happened?” 
“Yeah.” She pulled a joint from her very tight pink shorts, which rode to the top of her thighs. Kai tossed her a lighter. “My aunt has a place in Malibu. By the time we got back...” she drifted off, staring at the flames. “Well, it doesn’t matter. We traveled along the beach. Only had a few run-ins with the zombies.” 
Death walkers. Zombies—eh, something about the word. “Where did you get the guns? If you don’t mind me asking.” 
Carlin passed the joint to Kai. “Not at all. The shotty belongs to Dec. Uh, not sure where Gnar-Gnar got his.” 
Sadie smiled. “Doesn’t really matter. Better we have it than someone else.” 
“Agreed.” Carlin poked at the flames. Her face glowed orange in the firelight as she turned to Sadie. “So this restaurant you were at, Neptune’s, right?” 
“Yeah.” 
“We must be pretty close. Think it’s safe to return? We’re getting hungry.” 
“More like hangry,” said Timmy. “My veins boil without food.” 
“Preach on, brah.” Kai offered the joint, but Timmy refused, so Kai helped himself to some more. 
Sadie poked at the fire with Carlin. “You all seem pretty relaxed for an apocalypse.” 
Carlin dropped her stick, letting the flames dissolve it. “We’ve been trying to keep our cool. Declan and Gnar-Gnar are tough dudes. I mean, you have to be strong during times like these. You have to be strong right away. Or—” 
“You get eaten,” finished Sadie. 
“Exactly.” Carlin stood and went to the end of the alcove. She wrapped an arm around Declan’s slender waist and kissed his muscular arm.
“You single?” asked Timmy, staring at Sadie. 
Kai thwacked him. “Too soon.”
Timmy shrugged. “Sorry, I mean no harm.” 
“I’m single,” chimed Oderly. “A widower, actually. Lost my wife.” 
Kai’s voice turned sympathetic. “Killed by them?” 
“No.” Oderly froze, eyes on the fire. “An elephant stepped on her.” 
The group fell silent. Flames crackled and spat embers. 
Carlin returned, breaking the silence. “All right guys, come morning we head to Neptune’s Retreat, load up on food, and move from there.” 
Sadie hoped the biker zombies had left. 
 
They had. 
Early the next morning, Sadie and the others reached the bar where dozens of bodies remained, most with bullets in their heads. Jacky’s reanimated corpse, ripped in half, still crawled along the highway, but the Baron soon smashed her skull in with a bare foot. 
They spent several nights at Neptune’s Retreat. Sadie had been on edge most the time. After all, the death walkers had raided once, why not again? But it had been smooth sailing. 
Until she arrived.
A Spanish woman, older than Sadie and the surfers, but younger than Oderly. Quite pretty, and she had started off friendly, but by the second night, she grew cold. Possibly because Declan and Kai had been flirting with her non-stop. 
Carlin and Sadie had spent most of their time together. Timmy always lingered nearby but didn’t say much. He was shy, Sadie knew, and found it adorably attractive in a non-sexual way. 
The Baron Von Gnar-Gnar had kept watch, his favorite thing to do, it seemed. 
On her second night with them, the Spanish woman, Sofia, announced, “I should get moving.” 
“Nonsense,” Declan whispered, moving closer to her on the bar. “You’re safer here with us.” 
She gave him a bright smile and touched his arm. “You’re brave.” 
Declan rubbed her chin, as Kai moved closer behind her. 
If Sofia was uncomfortable, she was good at hiding it. 
Sadie touched Carlin’s wrist. “Doesn’t this bother you?” 
“Dec and I have an open thing going.” 
“Still, it’s a jerk move to do it right in front of you.” 
“There are worse things out there than stupid boys, Sadie.” She stepped off the stool and headed for the back porch. They had cleared all the bodies when they first got there, dumping them over the cliff. But Sadie still got a shiver every time she stared at the patio. 
The death walkers — she’d been so close to joining them. Bitten, shredded, eaten, and killed. The teeth, the clawing, the saliva, the moans. All were key ingredients to her haunting nightmare. And she thanked the Dark Dragon for keeping her alive. 
As she made her way to the restroom, Timmy called out for her. “Have a seat with me?” 
She hesitated, then made her way to the wooden table. He sat on the booth side, and she turned the chair as she sat across from him. Please don’t hit on me. “What’s up?” 
“The other night you were talking in your sleep.” 
I thought I quit that habit. “What about?” 
“Some dragon thing?” He smacked the table. “A dark dragon.” 
“Must’ve been a dream.” He won’t understand my beliefs...not yet. 
“Yeah, a recurring one. Last night you mentioned it again. What’s the deal?” 
Sadie shrugged, deliberately playing dumb. “I really don’t know.” 
“Right.” His finger slid off the table. “Anyway, I just wanted to say, you can trust us.” 
“Who says I don’t trust you?” I don’t. 
“You’re always on your guard.” 
Sadie smiled. “We’re in an apocalypse, Tim. I’d have to be an idiot not to be on guard.” 
With that, she left him, secluding herself in the women’s restroom. She lit a candle she’d found in the kitchen earlier, keeping the orange flame close. She shut her eyes. I hope you look over them. My family. Kelsey. Nicole. And Jeff. Keep them safe with your fire. Keep them pure within the dark. And I shall always be yours. 
The orange flame flickered as someone knocked on the door. “I’ll be out in a second.” 
The door opened. She leapt to her feet, ready to throw the candle at anyone dangerous. Declan?
Timmy. 
She said, “What the hell are you doing?” 
His voice shook. “I’m scared. You seem so brave.” 
She was cornered in the stall as he stretched both hands across the opening. “Get your shit together and you’ll be fine.” 
“You pray to that dragon. I heard you before, late at night. And I hear it in your sleep. You seem at peace every time.” Timmy backed away, pressing against the sinks. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you or anything. I just, I want to feel as safe as you feel.” 
Sadie stepped from the stall, lowering the candle to the counter. She grabbed Timmy’s soft hand. Too soft. “The Dragon does protect me.” 
“How?”
He may be fucking with me, or maybe he does want to believe. “I’ll show you.” 
Maybe.



KALE 
Kale’s adolescent dreams died as he dropped the body off the cliff. It spun down, becoming a mere dot before vanishing beneath crashing waves. I’ll see you, Alec. 
Kale turned. The Embracer from high school was standing before him. A black hood shadowed the old creature’s face, revealing only a grey beard. 
“Now what?” said Kale. 
The Embracer said nothing, only watched.
“I did what you wanted. I killed him for you. So, tell me what to do.” 
The Embracer turned its back to Kale and walked toward the highway. What the hell? “Jeff and the others will return to the clinic soon, we should ambush them,” he suggested.
He received a nod, but nothing more. 
“Are you a mute? What’s your name? How did you become like this?” 
The Embracer paused. Still silent. 
“Should I give you a name, then? How about Beardsy?”
The Embracer kept walking. 
“Okay, that name sucks.” He stared at the fluttering black robe as he sped. “Cloaky? Cloak? Yea, Cloak is an awesome name.” He felt no disagreement on Cloak’s part. Perhaps it liked the name. Or perhaps it wanted Kale to shut his mouth. I suppose it doesn’t matter. 
They went to her. 
Nicole was bound to a tree, arms tied around its trunk by a filthy piece of rope. Her skin was stained with dirt and cuts. Her eyes opened, her head weak on her heavily bruised neck. 
Kale glanced at Cloak. “You left her here alone? What if the zombies came for her?” 
Typical, Cloak didn’t answer. 
Maybe the Eradicator kept them off her. Kale stepped to Nicole, unsure of what to say, not that it really mattered. 
Her chapped lips broke open. “Kale?” 
“Nicole.” He nodded. They had removed the bandage on her head. A large healing gash ran under her hair. Collateral damage during the yacht attack. Light brown strands of hair were plastered to her face. Kale brushed them off her cheek with his blood-stained hand. She shivered at his touch. “I won’t hurt you.” 
She gave him a direct stare and with an iron strength in her words, she said, “You already have.” 
He averted his eyes. Cloak patiently waited down the hill by the Pacific Coast Highway. 
“You won’t have to worry much longer. I’ll let you go soon enough.” 
“Why are you doing this?” 
Kale crouched down to look her directly in the eyes. But first he stared at the rest of her body. Her legs were bent to the side. Such tan, toned legs.
Great legs. No wonder Alec always stayed by her side. He was tempted to touch, but kept his hand back. “I remember once,”—he looked at her—“you and I, and Alec, and the others. I remember us all at a diner. I sat in the middle next to Jeff. You and Alec on one side, Scot and Kelsey on the other.” 
“The three couples,” she said, her eyes defeated. 
Kale grinned. “Yes, yes. We’d gone to a concert. Late at night, all tired, hungry, thirsty. Anyway, we ordered shakes. I think you and Alec had a strawberry one.” 
“What are you getting at?” She spoke more forcefully than Alec had before his death. The stones in the relationship. 
Kale looked at the ground. Grains of dirt stained his shoes brown. “Did he ever tell you what happened to him our freshman year?” 
“Kale, I know all about the well and the kidnapper and—” 
“The truth, Nicole. Did he tell you the truth?” 
Nicole lowered her scabbed chin to her arm, eyeing him carefully. “What truth?” 
“What I was getting at with the diner and the shakes and the concert and all that crap, you need to know how meaningless it all was.” 
“Having a good night with friends is meaningless?” 
“When you have a gift, yes.” 
Her eyes narrowed. “What did you do with Alec?” 
Kale bit his lip, eyes unintentionally wandering down her body. He stared briefly at her tits. They were large, full, and ripe. He shook his stare away and said, “What needed to be done.” 
“Kale,” she hissed as she yanked forward, trying to loosen the rope. “Please tell me what’s happening. I can help.”
Help? You’re nothing but an inconvenience with big tits. “How?” 
“Where is Alec?” 
“You sound like him.” 
“Where is Alec?” she screamed, saliva flying off her lips and landing on Kale’s cheek. Spits like him, too. 
Kale rose. “You and Alec shared shakes, kisses, hugs, and fucks. All pointless things. But I have done something that will change the course of our lives and the future of the world.” His eyes darkened right next to her face. “And you will watch.” 
A spasm twitched in her lip. “You killed my Alec.” 
“I only did what needed to be done.” And he left her, joining Cloak by the highway. If the Eradicator desired her alive, then she’ll still breathe when they return, and if not, then...Meh.
They headed south, the opposite direction of the clinic. “Jeff will be returning, we should head back now.” 
Cloak froze on the highway and grabbed Kale, pressing a finger to his skull. His eyes twitched shut and he felt a presence in need. Dark, like them, and in trouble. “Who is she?” 
Cloak continued on. 
“She’s one of us? Is she hurt? Are we going to save her?” I sound needy. I can’t help myself. I have never felt such...such... I want to kill. 
Per usual, no verbal response from Cloak, but Kale felt assured they were on the right path. Then the whispers came for them and both Embracers stood still. 
“She is part of me, like you. We must keep all of us safe. So save your sister, dear children, and save her swiftly.” 
Kale grinned and they flew into a sprint down the highway. Mountain and sea blurred on each side of him. He wondered how fast he was moving. He wished he’d had these new abilities back in high school. P.E. would’ve been a breeze. 
They paused before turning a bend, peering around a hill at a restaurant. Neptune’s Retreat. The morning grew warmer. “I don’t feel hungry.” Kale grabbed his stomach. “Do we ever eat?” 
He felt Cloak’s answer. They only had one thing to worry about now: obeying the Eradicator. 
Kale wondered if leaving Nicole so vulnerable was the best choice. They’d likely need her for their encounter with Jeff. A good way to mess with his mind. But that didn’t matter now, for they had a sister to save. 
They snuck to the side of the restaurant. Voices. A girl was screaming at a guy. Stupid Neanderthals. A large tan man with blond hair flowing to his back stepped on the front porch, holding an Uzi. Kale wanted to gut him across the highway. But Cloak forced the young Embracer to wait. Around the corner, on the back patio, covered by a flowing tarp, was a Spanish woman tied to a chair. My sister of death. 
Two other surfer bros paced around, poking her, teasing her. She shifted uneasily back and forth. Why doesn’t she rip their heads off?
Kale was ready to pounce, but once again, Cloak forced him to stay put. And as he watched the imbeciles get to work on the Spanish woman, a striking force of light shot in his head. He grabbed his skull and slid to the dirt, twitching in agony. Cloak paid him no attention. The light was worse than any darkness that had struck him before. His legs trembled. His feet kicked. He dropped over, grabbing his temples, shivering on the ground as pain rose to his chest. His mind teleported to a vision of a plane of white and black. Light burned his flesh from above, and dark fought to heal him from below. At the end of the spectrum, those eyes stared with flashing heat, craving to melt every last piece of skin off Kale’s bones. ALEC? 
It all vanished upon Cloak’s touch. 
Heavy breaths escaped Kale’s lips as he choked on the dirt. Cloak gripped his shoulder tighter. The old Embracer seemed concerned. 
“I’m fine,” breathed Kale. 
Cloak rose, reaching under his black robe and pulling out a steel shaft. A metallic click and it expanded to a spear. The Embracer nodded at the restaurant. 
A time for killing has arrived.



SADIE 
A male chauvinist stands before me. Carlin deserves better. 
They’d spent days together, getting close, and Sadie viewed Carlin as a friend. 
Loyalty between friends was most important to Sadie. Real friends protect one another. Sadie was ready to do what needed to be done to ensure the safety of her friends. 
In the corner of the restaurant, Carlin was cowering as her ‘boyfriend’ Declan ranted and raved. 
“You agreed we would see other people!” he screamed. “And you complain at a time like this? While the world dies, you care if I flirt with some wetback?” 
I want to break his spine. 
Declan’s hand clenched, inching for Carlin’s face. 
The noble boy-next-door, Timmy, stepped in. “Dec, relax, okay?” 
Declan’s fist launched at Timmy’s head. The boy fell over and Sadie ran to him. 
“You’re an asshole,” she said to Declan. 
“Don’t talk to me, you gothic cuh—” 
Carlin swung a plate at Declan’s face, but he swiftly dodged, grabbed her wrist and yanked it away. “You want to hit me?” He let her go. “Go ahead.” 
“Why are you doing this?” cried Carlin. 
“Is this about me?” Sofia stood in the doorway next to the back patio. “I should really go.” 
“No.” The hairless Kai slithered behind her. “We’re about to party.” 
Declan’s bare chest heaved. “That we are.” 
Sofia looked at Carlin then Sadie. “You two okay?” 
Sitting on the ground, holding Timmy, Sadie did not speak or move. 
“Boys.” Sofia reached behind her, grabbing Kai’s belt, draped her free arm around Declan’s neck. “How about the three of us go out back?” 
Both pigs smiled. Declan glanced at his brother, the Baron Von Gnar-Gnar, and said, “You watch these three, shoot them if they try and leave.” 
Standing by the main entrance, the Baron only stared. 
Carlin lowered to the ground with Timmy and Sadie. “I’m sorry. He’s usually not like this. He really is a good—” 
“Don’t defend him,” said Sadie. She let Timmy’s head go and stood. “You two keep down here, okay?” 
“What are you doing?” 
“Making sure they don’t hurt anyone.” Sadie went for the kitchen, the Baron’s eyes following her every move. 
She wondered where that worthless Oderly was napping. 
Inside the kitchen, she grabbed two long knives, tucked one in her black leggings. The other she decided to wield openly. She turned back for the restaurant. 
The Baron held the Uzi, aiming it directly at her. 
“Your idiot brother will hurt her. I have to stop them,” she said. 
The Baron lowered the gun slightly. “I’m not really Declan’s brother. We grew up together, but that’s it.” 
“Why do you hang out with him?” 
“We’ve shared too many waves for me to abandon him.” 
Of course. “Listen.” She stepped closer. “No need to get messy. Just let me get Sofia, and we’ll leave.” 
“Why do you care what happens to her?” 
“Why don’t you?” She stood right under the Baron’s nose. Her hand touched the Uzi, lowering it farther. 
“I want us all to be safe,” said the Baron, his guard gone. 
“So let me get her out of here, and we will be.” She made her move to pass him, but he grabbed her neck before she even saw his hand. 
A striking pain shot through her skull as her head slammed against a wall. The knife fell, along with her limp body. She rolled over, searching for the blade. The handle. Her fingers lifted right above it. I’ll gut him if—
The kitchen spun. She was thrown, flailing against cupboards. Pots and pans crashed down on her. The taste of blood filled her mouth as she struggled to lift her head. 
“Why?” Her hand slid for her legging. 
The other knife.
“I have to protect the group. Knocking some sense into you will do you good.” The Baron stepped closer. “I won’t hurt you further, as long as you kill those irrational ideas.” 
Irrational. She hated the word’s misuse. “How is trying to save someone irrational?” 
Before the Baron answered, Timmy and Carlin came in behind him. “What the hell are you doing, Gnar-Gnar?” 
“She threatens us with stupidity.” He reached down for her again but he yelped and grabbed his arm. A line of blood ran down his tan flesh. 
Carlin held a red knife. “Get away from her.” 
“You cut me? Why did you cut me?” He tucked the Uzi in his shorts and grabbed the gash. “It really hurts, sheesh.” He stormed from the kitchen, muttering under his breath. 
Carlin dropped to check on Sadie. “You okay?”
“He’s insane.” 
“He’s high,” she responded. 
“They all are. They’ve changed dramatically since this all started, and so quickly too.” Timmy stood over them. “Let’s leave.” 
Sadie and Carlin smiled at the idea. 
Outside on the patio, Sofia had been tied to a chair. Sadie stayed by the doors, keeping her presence hidden from the scoundrels. 
Declan grabbed Sofia’s knees and forced them apart. She seemed calm. How? 
Sadie’s fingers wrapped tightly around the knife, while Carlin and Timmy stood behind her. The Baron had disappeared. 
“What do we do?” Timmy nervously whispered. 
“We strike,” said Sadie with a calm voice. She put her hand on the patio door, preparing to attack.
Kai was behind Sofia, running his dirty hands across her shoulders. His fingers slid under her tank top, over her tits. He had the largest, nastiest smile. 
Sadie hoped he had the same smile in hell. 
A whistling steel spear plunged into Kai’s back, bursting out his chest. He stepped to the side, eyes wide, mouth locked open in surprise. “Whaaaaa—” he whined, falling to his knees. 
Declan fumbled for the sawed-off shotgun on the plastic table behind him. He spun and fired past Kai. 
“I can’t feel anything,” the impaled surfer murmured, slumping over, still reaching for Declan. 
Left to die alone. 
Declan forced into the restaurant, knocking Sadie over with the swinging door. “Something is out there! Gnar, get your gun!” 
Carlin helped Sadie off the floor. 
Timmy peered out to that cursed, dreadful patio. “Holy shit!” 
A black cloaked figure darted inside, grabbing the boy’s throat before he could move. Fingers dug in his flesh. The Baron unleashed his Uzi. Timmy was tossed into the bathroom hall as bullets ripped the cloak open. No cries or shrieks of pain as it vanished back outside. 
A rushing force flashed behind the Baron. A dagger ripped out the Baron’s upper shoulder. He launched an elbow back, nailing whatever was behind him. He ducked out of the way, grabbing his wound, revealing the dark presence to Sadie’s eyes. 
Kale? 
Kale regained his footing, arcing the blade jutting from his arm. He slashed for the crawling Baron, just as Oderly swung the broken Moonjava at his head. 
Kale hissed and spun, slashing Oderly’s stomach open. 
Odes! 
Carlin and Sadie ran for the bathroom as the cloaked attacker struck again. It grabbed Carlin’s arm, but a blast from Declan’s shotgun released her. 
“Run!” Declan yelled at them. 
They grabbed Timmy and fled into a bathroom. Sadie locked the door and the three of them huddled together. 
More shots outside. More screams. A heavy slam against the bathroom door. 
They held one another in the corner, Sadie pointing the knife at the fight outside.
Another slam forced the door open. Kale stood in the doorway, blood flooding off his mutated arm. “Hello, kiddies.” 
Timmy shoved off the wall, grabbed Sadie’s knife, and charged. Kale’s blade parried Timmy’s strike. He swiped and missed. Timmy struck again, but Kale’s blade snapped the boy’s shoulder open. Timmy cried as Kale forced him down. 
“Tim!” Carlin screamed, tried to stand but Sadie pulled her back. 
“Kale, wait!” Sadie crawled to him as he raised the blade over Timmy’s head. And she saw them, those dark-engulfed eyes staring right at her. 
Is it...my Dark Dragon? “Kale—what happened to you?” 
He tilted his head as if confused. “Sadie?” His veins flooded with black, with beauty, with the Dragon. 
She crawled to him, pausing on her knees. “It consumes you.”
Kale stepped closer. 
“He grants you the gift.” She intertwined her fingers and knelt before him, adopting a pose of prayer, looked up at him with hopeful eyes. I always knew He was real. I always knew. “You grace me, Dark Dragon. You save me.” 
Kale grinned, touching Sadie’s cheek with his blade. 
 
Those still alive were forced out to the highway. Sadie and Carlin were both on their knees. Wounded, Timmy and Oderly were slumped over. Kale paced in front of them, eyes dark as night, blood pure as dark fire. He will spare us. 
My Dark Dragon will grant us freedom. 
Carlin trembled next to her. 
Earlier, on their way out from the bathroom, Sadie had seen the Baron Von Gnar Gnar’s shredded corpse. Dozens of red lines crossed his chest. Declan had somehow escaped. Kale’s cloaked companion was out looking for him, Sadie assumed. Meanwhile, Sofia observed them from the front steps of Neptune’s Retreat. 
“My Dark Dragon, you grace me.” Sadie bowed her head as Kale passed her. 
Carlin grabbed her arm. “What are you doing?” 
Kale kicked at her wrist and growled, “Your dragon demands sacrifices.” He grabbed Oderly’s frizzy bush of red and grey hair. “He will do.” 
Sadie clenched her lips. “Please, spare my friends. Spare them and I’ll find you a new sacrifice.” 
“It’s okay, Sadie,” breathed Oderly, “I’m ready to see my wife again. I’m ready to be with a fixed Moon—”
Kale’s blade struck through Oderly’s forehead. “He talks too much.” 
Carlin screamed, tried to stand but Kale grabbed her hair and yanked her back to the ground. Her cheek broke across the cement, but she found the strength to lift her head. Her watering eyes stared at Sadie. 
I can save her. There must be a way. There must. 
“Now,” said Kale, as if lecturing children. “The dragon only needs one more sacrifice. I let you pick, my child.” His fingers grazed Sadie’s chin and she felt his dark warmth flush down her body. He stared at Carlin. “Do you let your pretty blonde friend live?” He then skipped over to Timmy and grabbed the boy’s neck. “Or this cute little thing?” 
Timmy’s bloodshot eyes twitched to Sadie. “This is your dragon?” 
“Remember what I told you about Him. Remember and He’ll keep you safe.” 
Kale tilted his head. “So you pick the boy to live?” 
How can I choose such a thing? 
I barely know either of them, but Carlin I feel closer to. 
Timmy is a good kid, though.
Kale hissed. “You have ten seconds. Ten.” 
Who do I pick? 
“Nine.” 
I like them both. They both deserve to live. What the fuck do I do?
“Seven.” 
Timmy, sweet Timmy. She stared at him as Kale kept his hand around the boy’s neck. 
And Sadie said, “His fire will send you somewhere warm, somewhere safe. Do you trust me?” 
“Five.” 
Tears running down his cheeks, Timmy trembled. “I don’t want to die.” 
“Three.” 
Sadie grabbed Carlin’s hand as she forced herself to look at the boy she was about to have killed. 
“Take him.” 
 
Carlin and Sadie returned to the beach after the massacre at the restaurant, hid in the alcove where they’d first met. Curled next to each other, they sought comfort, and mourned. 
Carlin sobbed against Sadie’s shoulder. “They’re all gone. Timmy, and Gnar, and I know he was bad, but Declan...”
I hope he gets chewed apart. Sadie grabbed Carlin’s hand. “We made it though.” 
The Dark Dragon spared us.
“Can I ask you something?” 
“Yes.” 
“What’s with all that dragon stuff?” 
Sadie sat straight, hovering over Carlin. “Are you a Christian?” 
“I’d say so.” 
“I saw more proof of my beliefs today than I ever did when I was forced to follow your idea of God.” 
“But what does this dragon do?” 
Sadie stood, helped Carlin to her feet, and they stared at the orange horizon, the sun lowering before their eyes. “He protects us.” 
“But he killed the others. He—” 
“Let us live, Carlin. Don’t you see? He wants us to live.” 
“But Tim and Oderly were innocent.” 
True, they were. I’m sickened by their deaths. Yet the Dragon could have killed us all. His justice is mysterious, yes, but He is real. And now I know it with all the flames in my heart. 
Carlin wrapped her hands plaintively around Sadie’s arm. “What about us? What do we do?” 
“With Him watching over,”—their hands tightened under the fire-kissed sky—“we survive.”



SCOT 
Since Jeff and Addison were on his left side, he was forced closer to Kelsey inside the helicopter. Not that he minded, but they’d yet to fully show their love, and his desire for her increased every passing second. Sex. Yes, sex at a time like this.
Evans, Slinger, and Malone were across from them. 
Jeff, with assistance from Evans, convinced the pilot to head for the clinic where Alec, Nicole, Jimmy and Dylan were. 
It will be good to see Alec again. Scot had always felt closest to him, at least in high school, perhaps because they both were in serious relationships at the time, while Jeff and Kale tried to live out their heroic fantasies. Funny enough, Kale had been Scot’s dearest friend through elementary and middle school. But all things change. 
His fingers wrapped around Kelsey’s hand, her head lowered to his shoulder, and he kissed her blonde hair. He wanted her. Needed her. Focus. The stirring in his jeans would enlarge and become most embarrassing. Focus. But her warmth, her smell, her touch, he longed for it. Focus. 
“Scot,” said Jeff. 
Scot wiped under his eye. He’d ditched his contacts back at the cabin. After his resurrection, his sight became clearer than ever. Perfect vision. Focus. Even the word resurrection made him think of his own erection he desired to give Kelsey. FOCUS.
“Scot,” Jeff said again. 
Awkward. “Sup?” 
“I have a lot to catch you up on.” 
“Like?” 
“Like where we’ve been and what’s happened. And who it happened to.” 
Being so physically close to each other, Scot felt uncomfortable talking to Jeff, especially in his current state. He was unable to make direct eye contact. So he stared at the dusty floor of the helicopter as they talked. “Who to the what, now?” 
“Kale.”
“Oh.” He snorted. “No explanation needed.” 
“Please, listen. He was taken from us.” 
Scot’s eyebrows clenched. “Taken?” 
Jeff whispered, “Yes, by the Embracer, you know from—” 
“How could I forget?” 
“He’s in real danger, Scot. We have to save him. Help me convince Alec to join us. You know he won’t leave Nicole.” 
“What makes you think I’ll leave Kelsey?” 
“I’ll help find Kale,” she said next to them. 
Scot faced her and grabbed her hand. “You magnificently brave clover, the hearing you have.” 
She shoved him playfully. “You’re a dork.” 
“Only for you.” 
“Shut up.”
“As you wish.” 
“Look,” Jeff interrupted. “Forget it.” 
Scot kept his hand with Kelsey but faced his friend. “Homer, I love you, bro. You want my help to find Kale? I’ll help. But Kelsey and I go together. Always.” 
“I used to take fencing,” she said. “I’m good with a sword.” 
“It’s true. She’s one saucy swashbuckler.” And she looked so ripe for a kiss, he leaned in for her lips. The helicopter’s descent cut him off. Gah, how many times will we be interrupted? 
They landed on an apartment complex’s roof. All of the VTF poured from the helicopter, while Scot, Kelsey and Addison stayed inside. Addison had fallen silent most of the ride. His wounds and exhaustion had caught up to him and sleep became his best friend. 
Scot grabbed Kelsey’s hand. She squeezed back. Her face tilted down, her glowing green eyes looked up at him. The sight of her beauty caused increased stirring in his jeans. Her moist lips touched his cheek, sliding across to his ear. He thought she would whisper, perhaps something risqué, but only felt a warm breath. A quick peck to his cheek and she pulled away, smiling. 
“Are you teasing me?” 
“Of course. I can see the activity in your pants.” 
“You feisty fiend, I oughta—”
“Will you two please keep quiet?” Addison groaned.
They laughed to each other. His arm wrapped around her shoulder and they sat as one. 
The VTF continued their talk on the roof. Jeff returned minutes later and glanced at Scot. “Can I speak to you for a second?” 
Scot kept his head on her. “Like I said earlier, she’s with me always.” 
Kelsey let his hand go. “Talk with him. I’ll be here.” 
So he left the helicopter, crouching out to the roof. The other VTF were by the entrance to the complex, armed and ready. 
Scot stood a few inches shorter than his buddy. “Homer.” 
“I’ll make this quick. Now, more than ever, what happened to us in that well—” 
“I get it. I’m all for it. Let’s save the world.” 
Jeff stood still as stone. “What?” 
No point in arguing with him. I have Kelsey. She will stand by my side. “We’re clearly all safer together. Not a chance in hell we made it this far without whatever powers we have. So, yeah, Jeff, let’s fucking use them.” 
Scot was relieved to see Jeff’s goofy smile again. “I’ll see you soon.” 
“With Alec.” 
“Yes.” 
Scot formed a fist. “Bump it.” 
They bumped. “Be back in a few.” 
As Jeff turned, Scot grabbed his hand and gave his friend a hug, no matter how awkward it felt. “Don’t be a hero, Homer.” 
“Too late. You already said we’re going to save the world.” 
Scot smirked. “Verbal diarrhea” 
“I’ll bring back wipes.” Jeff raised his assault rifle. And the fat kid Scot had grown up with no longer existed. A man stood before him. A man ready for great things. “We leave as four.” 
Scot watched the VTF vanish into the apartment complex, one by one, Jeff being the last. The door hung slightly open. 
Kelsey. He returned to the helicopter. Kneeling in front of her, he grabbed both her hands. Addison breathed heavily in his sleep. 
“What is it?” 
“I have an idea.” 
She leaned closer. “A good one?” 
“Maybe one of my worst.” He guided her from the helicopter. They crossed the roof, hand in hand. He pulled the complex door fully open, leaving it that way. 
In the stairwell, she shoved him against a wall. “Up here.” 
“But a bed down there, or—” 
“No,” she whispered, “safer up here.” 
The dark, the chill air, the decaying world, it all vanished. Their lips rushed to each other. Strength filled his hands, fingers wrapping around her head. Their kiss felt like it lasted forever, but it was only for a few seconds. 
He flung his own shirt off then fumbled with her buttons. She giggled and kissed his neck until the shirt finally opened. One snap removed her bra and the skin of their torsos pressed to each other. He cupped around her, kissing. She touched his jeans. Belt gone. Pants dropped. His fingers ran down her back, slipping into her shorts, feeling her ass he just wanted to protect. Their legs intertwined. Rubbing. He grew against her warmth. Kissing, touching, and loving. His boxers and her thong fell. He twirled her to face the wall. Her head rose over his, soft breaths and moans escaping. And he entered the only being worth living for, forgetting a horrid world. 
Scot fell to the ground, holding her, laughing. The floor may have been dirty, but he didn’t care. Through the open door, by the moonlight’s grace, he could see those emerald eyes. As she thrust, riding him, arching her back, he reached for her neck and pulled her face close. Their lips locked, never wanting to let go. He felt something he hadn’t in years. Not with Angie, not with any other girl. That empty void filled with each breath of pleasure. Her hands grabbed his chest as she pulsated on him. Not, going, to last. 
She moaned louder. He sat straight, letting her legs wrap around his back. With both hands against the ground, he slid harder and deeper. She moved with him. Their lips touched again, then breaking and breathing against one another. She grabbed his face, kissing his head, nose, cheek, lips. He touched the small of her back. A floating room, lifting them as one. And although the world continued to die around him, Scot finally felt alive. 
 
They were quick to dress after finishing. “That was insanely reckless.” She laughed, fumbling with her jean shorts. 
“Agreed. Told you it was one of my worst ideas.” 
“But by worst you mean best, right?” 
Scot found her hand and yanked her close. His lips hovered in her breath. She wrapped around his back and he touched her neck. “Of course.” 
Whatever clothes they had on, came right off, and with their tongues swirling together, they fell back to the ground. 
 
They dressed to completion after finishing the second time. “Are we dicks for fucking at a time like this?” 
Kelsey’s teeth glowed under the moon. “It was your idea.” 
“So, I’m the only dick here?” 
She pushed on him, grabbing his crotch. “You’re my dick now.” 
“That I am.” He smiled against her cheek as they fumbled back to the roof. 
A body stood before them. Addison. “Let’s have a chat.” 
Kelsey kept her hand in Scot’s. “What about?” 
“The girl can wait in the chopper.” 
“I have a name.” Kelsey stood still. “And we hear everything together.” 
Scot leisurely stretched out his arm. “She speaks the truth.”
“Look,”—Addison grabbed his own temples—“I just need to tell him one thing, and you won’t hear from me again. But I can’t say it to anyone but him. And it’s not ‘cause you’re a girl. It’s ‘cause I don’t trust you, Green Eyes.” 
Scot pulled Kelsey closer. “I trust her.” 
“That’s adorable, it really is. I trusted a girl once and you know what happened? She decapitated Nasir and deep throated Lex with a tree branch.” 
Kelsey turned to Scot. “I’ll wait for you in there.” She motioned for the helicopter and he let their fingers slide apart. 
“Way to ruin a magical evening,” said Scot. 
Addison grabbed Scot’s shirt. “Listen to me, you horny little slut.” 
Did he just call me a slut?
“I was like you once, thinking with that brain-dead thing between my legs. Sure, that’s all great. But you listen, and you listen well. I know what you are, what you’re capable of, and what you’re meant to do. And it’s not to be fucking around like an apathetic fool!” 
His breath really smells. “Okay?”
“Now, I’m sure you two love each other. Fantastic. But do not trust her with your life. Trust nobody with your life. Any one of us can be an Embracer.” 
“Even you?” 
“Yes, even me. You stick with Jeff and Alec when they return.” 
“How do you know about them? Who are you?” 
His dark hands finally let go of the shirt. “I’m a guy searching for our world’s salvation.” He slapped a paper to Scot’s palm. 
“What’s this, a love letter?” 
“A name. You find him, he has all your answers.” Addison turned his back. 
“You won’t help?” 
“I will,” he paused, “that’s for you, in case I don’t make it past tonight.” 
Scot unfolded the paper. Written across the slip was indeed the name: Brody Vitaly. A name he did not recognize, nor really cared to figure out. So he shoved the paper away. 
Ignorance is bliss, especially when in love.



EVANS 
Almost back to base. Almost back to orders. Get Uncle Dylan. Get the others. Get home. 
Specialist Evans stood on the roof of the complex, next to the cockpit of their helicopter. He tapped the door to speak with the pilot. “Eddie, how you doing?” 
“Good, my friend.” Eddie had coarse hair, a forehead much larger than the rest of his face, and a bigger jaw than Evans’ own. His tired eyes looked at a picture of his wife and daughter hanging by the throttles. 
“Heard from them?” 
“Impossible to hear anything.” 
“I was hoping someone got lucky.” 
Eddie flashed his white teeth. Despite any situation, the man always managed a contagious smile. “I’m sorry about the LT and the others. They were good men.” 
“That they were. But we can’t cry for them now.” They were sacrifices, but meaningful? One day the world will know. Until then, I shed no tears. 
“Ah, Mister Evans. Crying is healthy. Doesn’t mean you’re weak.” 
“You going to be fine up here without us?” 
Eddie raised his machete. “I’ve got this.” 
Evans smacked the cockpit then returned to the other VTF members. Sgt. Slinger and Pvt. Malone waited by the door leading to the inside of the complex. 
“Crazy shit, Specialist,” said Slinger, her MP5 hanging at her shoulder. 
“Slinger, you should know, the SUV you found us in is stacked with weapons, ammo, and food. We should swing by there on our way to Numark.” 
Slinger glanced at Malone, a glance that hid something. But Evans didn’t care. He just wanted to get home. Orders. 
“Will do,” Malone finally responded. He was a massively wide man, the same man who Evans had lost a bet to, forcing him to cut his hair into a mohawk. 
The sergeant stepped to the specialist, twisting a silencer over her weapon. They watched Jeff speak with Scot. “What’s the deal with Brennan; is that his lover or something?” 
“No, a close friend.”
“Yeah? Funny we picked them both up.” 
Evans stared at Slinger. “Tell me you don’t believe in that fate bullshit like Jeff?” 
“I believe in what I see. And right now, I see a warm cot waiting for me back at Numark.” 
“Sounds too good.” 
When Jeff finally finished his conversation with Scot, they entered the complex. A stuffy stairwell took them down eight stories. On the first floor, Evans crouched to the glass entrance, carbine readied. A cold wind passed over the clear street separating them and the clinic. No movement inside. No sign of life. He’s fine, don’t worry, Evans told himself as he thought about Uncle Dylan. 
Slinger stepped to a shattered window, glass crunching beneath her boot. “All right, I’ll lead. Evans, you follow. Brennan and Malone, cover us.” 
Evans gave Jeff a nod then eased an unbroken door open. Running crouched across the street, Slinger moved swiftly at his side. He’d always liked her. Direct, strong, yet funny at times, Slinger made for one of the best sergeants, and she’d be a perfect replacement for Lt. Mark Sampson. May he rest. 
They reached the clinic doors. Shattered. Cluttered chairs. Blood-stained walls. A massacred corpse: the deputy. 
Slinger kept her aim steady. “You said it was safe.” 
“It was when we left,” said Evans. 
“Well, let’s find your uncle and get the hell out.” 
“Affirmative.” He stepped over Miller’s body. Stabbed in the deputy’s head, a broken vodka bottle, right above his hollowed out eyes. Evans had seen his uncle drinking it the night before, had said it eased the pain in his leg. 
Blood covered the exam room door where Alec had secluded himself with Nicole. Evans eased it open as Slinger covered his shoulder. Empty. A breeze flew in from an open window. Red splotches across the ground. He quietly shut the door and moved on to the next exam room. They stepped on scattered papers and folders, fallen from the receptionist area. 
The second exam room was open and clear. More splotches. A small puddle of blood in the corner led out to the hall. A thud. They spun in the exam room, flashlights shining at the hall. Thud. Evans stepped out first. “The corner office.” His light shined to the doorway. Thud. “Anyone in there?” Evans moved closer, while Slinger slid against the opposite wall. 
Silence. Then clanking. 
Evans swung in. A crack ran in a long skinny window above the desk. No movement. No sounds. “Dylan,” he whispered. 
A moan came from the ground. “Jonny?” 
The room blurred as Evans wrapped around the desk, falling to his uncle’s legs. Blood had soaked Dylan’s pants. He was shaking, his skin pale as ice, and his shirt was wet and red. 
Evans pressed his hands against the hole in his uncle’s stomach. “I got you, you’re fine.” 
“Jonny...I’m dead.” His fingers slid off Evans’ arm, but he forced his eyes to stay open. 
“Don’t leave me,” said Evans. His voice cracked. I should’ve stayed with him longer. 
Dylan’s limp body found strength. “He did this to me. He took Nicole and Alec. He killed Jimmy.” 
“Who?” 
Dylan choked out red froth. “Kale.” 
First, Erica. Now my uncle. I’ll rip that fat Korean’s head off. 
“Stay with me, Uncle, you stay with me.” 
Dylan’s weak eyes wandered to another world, and he said Pat’s name as his voice drifted away. 
A hand in his uncle’s long wet hair, Evans lowered the lifeless head, and closed his own eyes as he did. 
“Jon,” Slinger whispered over the desk. “I’m sorry.” 
Clenching his lips, Evans removed his Beretta from its holster, and with steady aim at his uncle’s transported face, he told himself to do it and move on. 
Slinger moved closer. “You don’t have to, not yet.” 
“Give me a minute?” 
A hesitant nod and she posted in the hall. 
Upon her exit, the steady pistol shook in his hands. He pressed the grip of his gun against his own head, closing his eyes again. Damn it, Dylan. Memories they’d shared — family gatherings, learning to sail, bowling tournaments — all gone. Another deep breath. He aimed at his uncle’s skull. I’m sorry. 
A bullet spoke softly into his uncle’s brain, and a tear fell onto Evans’ boot.



KALE 
The dark dragon? Ha! 
Kale found great pleasure in toying with Sadie as he sliced his bone-dagger through the smelly hippy’s neck. He shoved two decapitated heads on wooden stakes outside the restaurant. Then he sent the girls off to fend for themselves. 
“I can follow you,” Sadie had offered. 
“No.” Kale knew Cloak and Sofia would have her killed soon enough. Not that he really cared, but if his reputation grew as a dark dragon, well, he thought that sounded pretty badass. So he sent them off, having her believe the dragon real, as he stayed to obey his own. 
Sofia stood on the front porch. “No sign of Declan?” 
“He got me in the chest and ran.” Kale pulled another bullet out of him and dropped it. The open wound wrapped into itself, healing quickly. “Let me ask you something, why did you let them mess around with you?” 
Sofia stepped off the wooden steps and stared down at him. “Why did you play with that girl’s mind?” 
Perhaps we’re simply pure evil. 
“Exactly,” she said. 
“Well, we better head back for the clinic then.” 
Cloak was waiting for them on the highway, the sun dying at their side. The Embracer held its red spear in both hands. 
“Did you get Declan?” 
No response. Not sure why I bothered asking. 
They sprinted, three blazing bodies headed north. Kale turned to Sofia as they ran. “So, how long have you been a — you know?” 
Sofia looked at Cloak. “I like it better when they don’t talk.” 
The eldest Embracer ignored them as they continued a race to the clinic. Kale grumbled and fell back a little. 
Then their master, the Eradicator of Life, graced their ears. “We will rule this world. The human race is a weak species of pests. They will destroy this planet. We won’t let them, children. Together we shall eradicate this planet. The only threat left is a mere distance from you. Get there swiftly, for this is our time. Get there and finish them all.”
The voice left Kale’s ear. The top of his lip raised into a sinister semblance of a smile. 
They charged. 
 
A nearly full moon lurked in the bright night as the Embracers crouched along a small building’s rooftop. They were a couple of blocks from the clinic. 
The dark trio surveyed the roof of an apartment complex. A helicopter. Kale, with his newly enhanced vision, noted Scot and Kelsey chatting by the aircraft. Lovers reunited. Heh, not for long. “I want the roof,” he snarled.
Sofia nodded. “You two take out that helicopter. I’ll head into the clinic and annihilate any living left.” 
“Any way to summon some zombies?” Kale’s dark eyebrow raised. 
“Yeah, fill the area with noise.” 
Kale shrugged. “How?” 
“Look around you.” 
Kale’s gaze wandered around the street. It was a perfect junkyard of deserted cars. “Sound the alarms,” he grinned. 
Sofia leapt from the rooftop, landing on the hood of a car. A boisterous car alarm shrieked across the street. She bounced, smashing another car, causing a wail of an alarm to erupt, followed by another. No sound from the third, unlike the fourth and fifth.
The area, their final battleground, filled with flashing lights and ear-striking alarms. Kale felt the undead army approaching from a few blocks away. Behind them, Nicole wiggled. A taped mouth muffled her moans. She tried to escape while their backs were turned, but she did not get far. Cloak yanked her over his shoulder, touched Kale, then nodded at the helicopter. Kale agreed and followed, leaping from the roof to the street. He felt no pain on impact. 
Cloak hopped over the wailing cars, a black wave fluttering through the dark, and soon reached the other side of the street. Kale followed until he paused by a fire escape. Cloak wanted him to climb, then vanished around the corner of the building with Nicole. 
The young Embracer did as directed, watching Cloak enter through the front entrance. His ascent was quick and his mind wandered with blazing thoughts. Everything that led him to this point was of meaningful purpose, he knew. The well, his friends ditching their destiny, his kidnapping off the yacht, and last, his transformation into the villain they needed. This was all fate’s doing and anything that happened from there on out, to Kale, was fulfillment of his destiny. He thought about all those moments him and his friends had spent together. 
Wasted potential. 
Means to an end. He knew he deserved this new power given to him, even if it wasn’t for good. Kale even sympathized with the Eradicator’s mission to destroy the human race. No turning back, only killing forward, this world would be his playground and he couldn’t wait. All he had to do was destroy the last two people who posed a threat to him. 
Below him, undead corpses wandered without aim, for there were no living meals in sight. But soon the clamor of the car alarms attracted them. Men, women, and children, once living beings, now damned to a ravenous state of suspended death. Some would take a quick strike at one another, only to realize it was not the correct meat, the sole thing they desired. Those weak from starvation crawled along asphalt. The ones that had recently fed moved quickly. A number of them sprinted at full speed. A few tumbled over with careless footing. But no matter what condition or what shape the undead were in, they all had the same goal: Devour the living.
Kale climbed. He climbed for power. He climbed for revenge. He climbed for his soon-to-be kingdom. 
As alarms echoed through the streets— 
As lights flashed beneath the night sky— 
As his teeth clenched, reaching the helicopter—
Kale felt nearly complete. Killing Alec was the beginning. Jeff and Scot were next. 
He lusted for their blood.



JEFF 
He waited in the apartment complex lobby with Pvt. Malone, staring at the clinic. Please be in there still. 
“You know that was bullshit, right?” Malone lay in the prone position, hovering over his M240 machine gun. 
“What was?” Jeff was crouched by the glass door with his carbine. 
“Arm wrestling back at Numark. You got lucky.” Malone’s hulking ripped arms stuck out his torn off sleeves. 
Jeff shrugged. “I suppose so.” 
“No.” He lifted his head. “I say so.” 
A light quickly flashed twice from the clinic. “Moving in.” 
Jeff went first. Malone followed, much slower with his heavier machine gun. They were the two biggest members of the VTF. Although Jeff respected the man, he found Mercury Malone to be an asshole. 
When they reached the clinic, they greeted Sgt. Slinger who had covered them from in the waiting room. 	
Jeff’s world slowed as he stared at the massacred deputy on the floor. “Jimmy...” 
“You knew him?” Slinger asked. 
“Same high school.” Jeff knelt by the body. A glass bottle had beaten Miller’s face into an unrecognizable pulp. Jimmy’s heart lay wetly by his hollowed-out chest. His eyes were missing. Who could do something like this? He stood as Evans entered the waiting room. 
“Alec? Nicole? Dylan?”
Evans grabbed Jeff. “Dylan is dead. Alec and Nicole are gone.”
An illness filled his words, “What happened?” 
“Kale,” Evans said, possessed with an emotionless stare. 
The illness in Jeff exploded. He had to sit down to cope with this news. “What?” 
“Dylan lasted long enough to tell us. Kale killed him. He killed the deputy. He took your friends.” 
No. How? Why? Jeff stood. “Are you sure?” 
“Jeff, my dying uncle lived long enough to tell me. I’m sure.” 
Jeff lowered his carbine. “I’m sorry, I just— Kale? He’s not a killer. He’s a good person.” 
I should’ve been here. I should have saved him.
“No, Brennan. He was a good person. Not anymore.” The specialist went for the glass doors. “Let’s get back to the helicopter, back to Numark. We’re done here.” 
“Agreed,” said Slinger. The three VTF members stepped to the street. 
Jeff stayed frozen in shock. Did Kale turn? Did he become one of them? He knew he could save Kale, just needed to find his friend and talk sense into him. 
“Brennan, let’s move.” Slinger’s order was sharp. 
The first alarm struck through the night. A second. Jeff turned to the street, stepping over Jimmy. A third. A fourth. 
Malone raised his machine gun. “The hell is happening?” 
Jeff turned for the exam room. “I’ll meet you guys up there. I need to see if there’s any sign of Alec.” 
“Brennan, get back here! That’s an order.” Slinger followed after him. 
Orders are for Evans. Jeff kicked an exam room door open. Blood stained the walls, bed, and counter. A scalpel. He raised it. Kale or Alec’s blood? 
“Jeff, we need to move!” Evans was in the waiting room.
Then the machine gun unleashed. Malone roared over his blazing bullets, “Cum, dumping, ZOMBIES!” Waves of rotting flesh stampeded for the shattered glass entrance of the clinic, only to be ripped apart by Malone. 
Slinger turned, standing at his side, yelling over the firepower. “Find us a way to the roof!” 
Jeff did as told while the others held the rush of zombies back. He climbed through the exam room window, landing softly on grass. A wall of brush stood before him. At his side, a dumpster, perfect to climb upon. He swung his carbine around his back and went to push it to the lowest part of the roof. 
A ready-to-barf moan belched into his ear. Tiny eyes. Sharp hair stuck from its flopping cheeks. A big belly hung from under its shirt, bouncing with every step. Both arms snagged Jeff’s shoulders, and its mouth stretched wide, large enough to consume his entire face. He kicked out of its grasp and spun behind it. Before he could swing his carbine off his back, a child flew into his legs. Teeth ripped his black pants open, barely missing flesh. He smacked one hand at the kid’s face, knocking it to the ground. The kid looked like a mini Justin Bieber. 
Fatty struck for him again, saliva spilling off its moldy lips. Jeff ducked, swung up, and kicked Fatty’s head, causing it to stumble. Then it fell. The zombie Bieber let out a shriek before Fatty smashed down on it. Blood and flesh splattered across grass. 
Fatty rose, zombie Bieber’s insides sticking to its belly. 
Jeff aimed his carbine at its head. “Goodbye, ugly.” 
The roof was at its lowest where Fatty and zombie kid had mushed as one, so Jeff returned to the dumpster and dragged. 
Then they came. 
Sprinters flooded around the side of the clinic. Five. He took careful shots at the closest, never missing. The last two blazed on him before he had a chance to aim. His carbine nailed one in the chest and he shoved the other back with his free hand. Soon, they both had him, pushing him into a wall of brush as they tried to rip his flesh open. Both his hands pressed against their decayed necks. He had lost his carbine. Their jaws stretched wide, lunging for his face. I made it this far without a bite! He tried to grab his carbine but there was no way of reaching it. The scalpel. He rushed a hand away from one of the zombies, letting it strike down for his skin, but before it could bite, he jammed the scalpel through its skull. He shoved the other zombie off and its head exploded, misting Jeff with blood.
Behind the now headless zombie, Evans winked, holding his smoking carbine. “Miss me?” 
“I was about to do my scalpel throw!” Jeff kicked the corpse off his feet, snagged his gun, and smiled. “Cover me while I move the dumpster.”
“You got it.” Evans moved to the brush, getting a wider aim at the clinic’s sides. 
Jeff dragged the dumpster, listening to the sound of machine gun fire coming from the front of the clinic. Another minute, Malone. Evans fired off a few rounds. But Jeff kept dragging, arms straining. He guessed it weighed around 300 pounds. With clenched lips, he gave his hardest pull. 
The machine gun died. Through the exam room window, he saw Slinger and Malone retreating. He still had a few yards to reach the lowest part of the roof. Slinger flung outside first. 
Malone paused at the window and dropped his machine gun outside. Spinning while releasing two pistols from their holsters, sweat splashed off his shaved head. “Come on, mommas!” 
Slinger helped Jeff. “Brennan, how are you moving this alone?” 
Long story. 
They reached the spot to climb. Evans kept the horde off one side of the clinic. The other side was empty. 
“Mercury, get out of there!” Slinger clambered on the dumpster first. She helped Jeff on and he heaved her to the roof. Evans side-stepped to them, firing. 
Malone jumped out of the window. He grabbed the machine gun and roared as he threw it toward the roof. 
Jeff caught it. “Come on!” 
Evans climbed the dumpster next, right as a swirling force struck it. He flew off, landing onto grass, losing his carbine. Twirling on the ground, he equipped his pistol and shot at a Spanish woman. Another Embracer?
The Embracer flew over Evans, hand slashing at his neck. He dropped his pistol, grabbing his throat. 
“Jon!” cried Slinger. She fired at the creature, and it vanished into the night. 
Evans released his hand, holstering his pistol and lifting his carbine. “A scratch.” 
“Get up there, Jonny,” Malone growled, firing pistols in every direction as his ballet with the dead continued. Slinger and Jeff helped cover them from the roof. 
The helicopter whirred in close. 
Evans climbed, blew a few heads open while on the dumpster, then leapt to Jeff’s arms. His legs kicked until he stood next to them. 
Below, Malone made his way to the dumpster, dropping clips and swinging two more into his guns. He looked like an action hero. But action heroes weren’t real, especially when fifty zombies were swarming from every direction. Three went down before Malone threw his body on the dumpster. Teeth sank into his arms, his legs, and his back. He kicked and fought, nailing one in the face. He shoved off a woman after her teeth broke his skull. 
The VTF kept shooting, trying to save him. He pulled a grenade off his vest while being dragged down to grass. It never exploded, a dud, his body never seen again. 
Zombies clambered for the roof, some using the dumpster. The helicopter lowered and Jeff and Evans pulled back from the edge. Slinger remained, unleashing her SMG. 
“He’s gone, Chelsea,” said Evans. She ignored him. 
“Sarge, let’s go!” Jeff moved for her but Evans stopped him. 
Slinger backed, huffing, “Damn you, Malone!” She made her way to the helicopter. 
The female Embracer rose to the roof so quickly, Slinger seemed to run in slow motion. 
“Look out!” Evans knelt, raising his carbine. 
Slinger spun. The Embracer swung a glass shard at her face. Two bullets flew over Jeff, both hitting the Embracer. 
With his hand stretched out, Addison hung from the helicopter, holding Eddie’s massive Desert Eagle. His tie flapped around his face as he yelled, “Eat it, snatch!” He kept firing until either the Embracer was blasted off the roof, or she decided to flee on her own. 
Evans helped the unscathed Slinger to her feet and Jeff pushed them both to the helicopter. He climbed in last. 
Along with Addison and the pilot Eddie, only Kelsey was inside their escape boat. “Where’s Scot?” 
“He—” 
“We’re losing fuel fast,” Eddie yelled as the helicopter ascended from the swarmed clinic. “Something hit us.”
“Where’s Scot?” Jeff knelt to Kelsey’s legs. 
“He’s on the roof, he— Kale.” 
Jeff stood straight. “Get me back there!” 
“I have to swing us to Numark. Now!” 
Evans, leaning out of the helicopter, said, “Why is there a spear in our goddamn fuel tank?” 
“Give me twenty more feet,” Jeff said to Eddie, staring at the roof of the apartment complex. 
On the floor of the cabin, Evans grabbed Jeff’s leg. “Please don’t be thinking what I think you’re thinking.” 
“Eddie, do it!” 
There was no time to wait as Jeff witnessed the battle escalating across the roof. 
Close enough.



SCOT 
Kelsey’s head rested on his shoulder as they sat in the helicopter, waiting. Addison lay across from them. 
I hope there’s privacy at this Camp Numark. I need her again. I want her— 
Gunfire ripped through the night from below. Along with the others, Scot rushed out of the helicopter and stared off the complex’s roof, realizing he was an idiot for thinking they were safe. 
A zombie horde flooded to the clinic. Bright flashes ignited from its entrance. 
Eddie climbed into the cockpit saying, “Let’s go.” 
They all got back in the helicopter but Scot froze as he stared out the cabin door. 
Kale. On the roof. With one and a half arms. What the? 
“Hello, Scotty,” he said with that devilish grin of his. “Come out here and play.” 
Helicopter blades rapidly whirred above and Scot yelled with a smile, “I’m leaving.” For good measure, Scot leaned out the helicopter as it began to lift, staring Kale down. “You look even prettier now!” He laughed, but it was cut short by the striking black cloak. 
And although the Embracer crashed like black lightning, time froze for Scot. He’d believed he would never see that grey face and beard or those dark eyes and soulless stare again. He’d tricked his mind into accepting his luck. His safety. That well from during high school still haunted him; it always would, but all his nightmares came to fruition in seconds. 
The Embracer pounced off the roof, flying to the helicopter. A steel spear impaled Scot’s shoulder, sending him to the floor. He slid toward the open doorway but Kelsey caught him in time. 
The spear slashed out of his flesh, and the Embracer looked ready to gut Scot from head to toe. 
You were never going to let me go. 
Addison rushed at the black cloak, trying to pin the spear back. It shot forward, missing Eddie’s head. The pilot turned, unholstered a gigantic silver pistol, and handed it to the passengers. 
Scot grabbed his wound as Kelsey stepped over him, retrieving the handgun. She aimed at the Embracer as the spear struck for Addison’s face, nicking his cheek. 
“Shoot it,” Addison cried. 
Kelsey fired. The bullet ripped the cloak open, almost knocking the Embracer out of the helicopter. The blowback, which she was not ready for, hit her in the face. She dropped the pistol and stumbled to the doorway. Scot grabbed her before she fell, pushed her onto a seat, yanked the door shut, flipped around, and went for the pistol, but the Embracer grabbed him first. 
Weightless, he spun into the night. Falling and falling. And somehow, he landed in Kale’s arms. Once more, he grinned at Scot. “Hello again.” 
With his fear of heights, and after falling so far, Scot let the words slip from his mouth, “I think I shit myself.”
Another blast from the helicopter. 
The black cloak fell, along with the spear. But the steel shot back for the helicopter, impaling the fuel tank. The Embracer disappeared below. 
Kale dropped Scot and his chin hit the roof. 
“You dick.” He coughed and rolled, staring at the helicopter as it went for the clinic. “Kelsey,” he reached. 
“Don’t worry, I’m sure Cloak took care of her.” 
“Cloak? You named that fucking thing?” 
“Yes, now get up. We need to chat.” 
Scot stood, touching his bleeding shoulder. “I’ve been stabbed, bit, shot, and pushed around far too many times lately.” 
“And yet you’re still here.” Kale circled around him. “Do you know why?” 
“Obviously you were right all along. And you know what?” He looked at his bloody fingers.
“What?” 
“Blow me.” 
Kale lightly laughed. “You do like a good mouth.” 
“Ugh, not yours. And why the hell do you look like a mutated beast?” 
“Fate has brought me this far, Scot. Something you will never understand.” 
Scot snorted. “What I understand is that you’re an idiot. And will you quit circling around me, you creepy bastard?” 
“No!” At Kale’s shout, a blade ejected from his stub and he swung it at Scot, but he was too far to connect. 
“Holy shit balls!” Scot fell to the floor before kicking his way to a stance. He leapt a few more times to get farther from Kale. “Fate has played a joke on you, man.” 
A gargling growl broke from his lips. “I hate you, you know that?” 
“You didn’t always.” 
Kale shrugged. “No matter now. You die tonight.” 
“By you? Ha!” Scot clenched a fist. “I’m too quick for you, you fat fuck.” Before Scot could react, Kale flashed to him, grabbing his throat and lifting him in the air. 
“What were you saying?” 
I instantly regret saying that. He stared into Kale’s possessed, dark eyes. “They turned you...holy shit, Kale.” 
“I’ve never felt better.” The grip tightened. 
“Go ahead and kill me,” Scot choked. “You’ve always wanted to. That’s why you stabbed me back in high school.” 
Loosening his grip, Kale decided to drop Scot. “No. I stabbed you in high school so you would realize your full potential.” 
Scot struggled to stand, rubbing his neck. 
“If you and Alec would’ve listened to me from the start, if you would’ve joined Jeff and I instead of pushing us away, none of this would’ve happened. You’ve turned me evil, Scot.” Kale spoke slowly for emphasis. “You. Did. This.” 
He’s lost it. “Kale, buddy, what have you done?” 
He raised a dark eyebrow. “I’ve done what has been necessary all along.” 
“Whatever.” 
Kale lifted his blade. “Out of the three of you, I want to kill you the most.” 
Scot laughed. “Well, considering I fucked your girlfriend—”
Kale charged again, slashing Scot’s arm open. Scot grabbed his limb and tripped over himself trying to escape. With one arm, he tried to stand, but Kale grabbed his wavy hair first. The blade pressed against his neck. 
Disdainful eyes stared at Kale. “That’s it, Kale, fulfill your destiny. I’m ready.” 
Kale tightened a hand around Scot’s face to keep it still. Nails dug into his chin. “You’re pathetic.” 
“I know. Just, just let me say one thing. One thing, Kale.” 
“Better make it good.” 
Scot smirked. “You must have the limpest cock in the world because Brittany was the tightest thing I’ve ever plowed into.”
Kale shrieked in fury. “I’m gonna slice that stupid smirk off your face!” The blade rose high, shimmering beneath the moon. “Say hi to Alec in hell.” 
Scot’s eyes widened. “You killed Alec?” 
“Yes.” Kale halted his swing, savoring the moment. “Spoiler alert, you’re next, you piece of—”
Scot slammed his shoulder into Kale’s gut, followed by a quick fist to the beast’s face. He sprinted a few steps away. “Never talk, only kill, you idiot.” He knew he would lose the fight, but he at least wanted to make Kale work for it. 
Two quick stabs to Scot’s stomach sent him to the floor again. He thrust an elbow but Kale smacked it out of the way. The blade shot into Scot’s lower back, sliced up through his chest, and broke out of his breastbone. He stared in weak surprise at the blood dripping off the tip of the blade. He dangled helplessly. Impaled. “Kale...” 
An evil mouth hovered by Scot’s ear and whispered, “I’m going to remove your head, then give it to Kelsey before I fuck her again.” 
“If you touch her—”
“You’ll what?” He kicked the blade out of Scot, who fell face first to the roof. “You’re already dead.” 
His cheek pressing against the rough floor of the roof, Scot tasted blood. 
Kale circled around him again. “You know, I was hoping for at least one good fight. Maybe Homer will be it. You and Alec, man, simply pathetic.” 
Neither words nor movement from Scot. All he thought about was what Kale had just said. “—before I fuck her AGAIN.” Did Kale and Kelsey actually fuck while Scot was away at college? No, he told himself. Kale is simply torturing my mind before he kills me. And if Scot was about to be killed, whatever happened in the past soon wouldn’t matter. 
“What? Don’t have one of your witty comebacks?” Kale mockingly skipped. “Look at me, I’m Scot, I’m a clever smartass. Woopty-doo!” 
Kale slammed his foot into Scot’s back. The blade lowered to his neck again. He twitched at its touch but it dug deeper, lightly breaking his skin. 
“Hate to bring the bad news, but you were never that clever, Scotty.” A little giggle left Kale’s psychotic lips. “Come to think of it, we only hung out with you cause you had the best house to chill at.” 
Why does he keep talking? Kill me already. End this.
“All right, all right. I know, I’m talking too much. I’m being one of those stupid villains who runs their mouth instead of killing.” Kale snagged Scot’s hair, dragging his face up, forcing him to stay on his knees. “I’ll see you and Alec at our next reunion.” 
The blade teased, readying for Scot’s decapitation. 
Let me see her green eyes once more. In the light or in the dark, let me see—
A familiar voice struck both their ears. “Get your hands off him, you son-of-a-bitch.” 
They turned. 
Scot thought he was hallucinating from loss of blood, so he blinked multiple times to make sure his eyes were working properly. No. Fucking. Way. 
Light shone through Alec’s arms, pulsating inside his veins, glowing around his neck. White shields glossed over his eyes, engulfing them to the opposite of Kale’s black.
“I killed you,” Kale started, voice drifting as he dropped Scot to the floor. 
With a heaving chest, Alec readied his fists. “Next time, do more than slice my throat.” 
“I knew it, I knew it!” Kale crouched and gleefully slapped Scot. “Look, see him in all his glory. I made him. I resurrected him. I did a marvelous thing, Scot, a marvelous thing.” 
“No,” said Alec. “All you did was piss me off.”
The illuminated Alec leaned forward, preparing to charge. The darkened Kale readied a sprinting stance.
They roared at each other, right to the clash.



ALEC 
Soft sand sunk between his fingers and toes. Grains stuck to his face. She kept calling for him. He tried to reach her. Anchored. Stuck. Sinking. “Nicole,” he groaned. 
Rise, said a faint whisper. 
On a cliff, far above, she stood, white silken dress wrapping around her body. Nicole’s voice became a loud whisper, shot from a long distance. “Rise.” 	
Pain filled his limbs as he fought to move. I’m coming, baby. Clawing at sand, he found weak strength. 
“Rise.” 
He was in so much pain, he wanted to sleep, but Nicole kept whispering to him, so he crawled. Waves splashed. Winds whistled. Nicole’s voice never stopped — until it turned. Deepening. Darkening. Alec’s hand hit a shoe. 
Kale stood above him. “Hi.” 
“Yoooouu." Alec slowly struck. Kale easily stepped away. Farther away, he saw Jeff and Scot. Bound arms behind their backs, they were on the beach, tape covering their mouths. “What are you doing?” 
“I’m showing you.” Kale’s bone-dagger shot from his arm as he approached them. Scot trembled, moaning behind tape. Jeff stared, still, ready. 
Kale grabbed Scot’s head first. Without word or warning, he sliced through Scot’s pale neck in a single clean swipe. His head dropped from his shoulders, rolling to the ocean and vanishing in the waves.
“No!” Alec tried to leap forward to intervene. Futile. He collapsed into sand, anchored. 
Jeff’s calm eyes followed Kale’s every move. The blade landed at his neck. Another decapitation. 
“That’s the only way to keep you guys dead,” said Kale, his back turned to Alec. “I didn’t know that before. But now I do.” He charged at Alec when a massive wave came crashing down from the side. 
All went dark. 
 
“Rise, my child.” 
Alec jolted, every inch of his body aching. Rocks dug into his flesh. A wave washed over him. Cold, he shivered, staring at white clouds passing over.
“Rise.”
“Who...who are you?” 
The whisper breathed comfort into his soul, “I am death’s opposite.” 
He tried to move his twisted arm. His legs were mangled against rocks.
“Where am I?”
“In your world, far from mine.” 
“Tell me who you are.” 
Silence for minutes, then it said, “Harm, I am protect. Destroy, I am create. Despair, I am hope. Darkness, I am light.” With those words, light sparked through Alec’s veins. Strength ignited in his crushed bones. “I am the Curer of Death. So rise, Alejandro, for you’re my Guardian of Life.” 
He forced off the rock, and even with the mysterious voice’s help, he struggled. “I can’t.” 
The whispering soul silenced. 
“I need more.” His face pressed against a sharp boulder. Another wave washed over him. Shivering, Alec fought to hear that soothing voice. 
Nothing. 
And although he felt weak, helpless, Alec was certain of one thing: Kale planned on killing the people he cared for most. 
To hell if he lay there dead and let it happen. 
 
Swipe, duck, slash, charge. His fist crunched Kale’s ribs as the bone-dagger broke his own skin. Another fist snapped Kale’s nose, sending the Embracer to a stumbling daze. 
Scot leapt around Kale’s shoulders, teeth snapping around his ear. The Embracer howled and stabbed back, slicing through reddish hair. 
Alec, newly transformed into a Guardian of Life, ejected three swift punches to Kale’s gut. Light flashed with each blow. Scot fell off Kale, rolling across the roof. Kale spun, stabbed down, and sliced the guy’s thigh open. 	
Limping away, Scot slurred a string of profanities, “Shifuhbitass.” 
The Guardian flung an arm around the Embracer’s neck, yanking its back to his chest. 
Kale squirmed and swiped for Alec’s face but Alec dodged every attack with nimble movements. Alec locked a hand around the Embracer’s stub. Lightning striking through his arm, he snapped the mutated limb, then forced the bone-dagger to stab the roof, shattering its tip. 
Kale howled in pain, fell, and slumped over his thighs, face crying to the floor. 
Alec circled around him. “That’s for taking Nicole.” He shot a foot to Kale’s already broken ribs, eliciting another pained cry. “For trying to kill me.” He grabbed Kale’s jet-black hair with one hand, and the broken bone-dagger with his other. Its sharp, snapped edge hovered next to Kale’s throat. “Before I kill you, tell me where she is.” 
Kale’s engulfed eyes swirled to his normal brown. The darkness in his veins vanished and the dagger retracted into his arm. 
Alec let him go, but his voice was powerful. “Tell me.” 
Kale’s whimpers did nothing for Alec’s ears. 
Scot limped his way toward them. “He hurt Nicole?” 
“He took her.” 
Scot huffed, “Unbelievable. He threatened Kelsey, too. What are you, Kale, gay for us?” 
Kale jolted. “They hold you back!” 
“Where is she?” Alec punched Kale’s head. “Where?” Another punch. “Where?” Smack, smack, smack. 
Scot snuck a quick slap in as well. 
Alec slowly lowered to Kale’s face, the light in his body flashing away. “You lost. Give her to me.” 
Hunched over, lips hanging open as they drooled blood, Kale looked up. “You’ll have to kill me.” 
Alec glanced at Scot, who kinda shrugged before turning his back to them. Alec focused on Kale. With a finger on his chin, he lifted him face to face. “I hate seeing you like this.” 
Kale’s dark brows clenched. “You hate me.” 
“No,” Alec said, sadness stinging his voice. “We were best friends, we were brothers, we were blood. I had nothing but love to give.” 
“She always came first.” 
Scot snorted. Alec ignored him, trying to focus on bringing his friend back. “She possessed my heart, but there was always space for you guys.”
“I never found it.” 
Alec wrapped a hand through Kale’s black hair, feeling his sweaty skull. “I know.” He brought Kale’s face to his chest, lowering his own to his friend’s head. 
“Snap his neck,” said Scot. 
Alec whispered to the trembling Kale, “There’s still redemption for you. I’ll help find it.” 
Kale’s trembles turned to something else. Weeping? Laughter? His face rose, embracing the darkness once again. The re-born blade ejected at his side, but before he could stab Alec, Scot grabbed the arm. 
The light shone through Alec. Both hands struck around Kale’s neck as Scot pinned the bone-dagger and stub with his feet. Tiny white worms flashed in Alec’s hand, clenched around Kale’s throat. “I wanted to save you!” 
“There is no saving me,” Kale choked out. 
“Then I’m sorry,” he said, squeezing every last breath out. “You die.” 
A roar from above struck through the night, giving Kale a few more seconds to live as Alec spun back to see his other friend. With arms and legs flailing, Jeff flew through the air from the helicopter high above. The aircraft hovered in front of the moon for seconds before fading dark with the night. 
Jeff dented the roof on impact. Bouncing across, his body slammed against the complex’s entrance, crumbling it around him. 
All three stared at the debris-blowing wreckage, mouths hanging open. 
“Jeffrey?” 
“Homer?” 
“Jeff?” 
Jeff stumbled from the broken pieces, fully intact. Blood covered his face, hell, his whole body, yet he still moved with strength and purpose. He made his way to the others. 
When Jeff reached them, Alec permitted Kale to rise. Together, their light and dark auras vanished. 
They all stood there. As four.



ADDISON 
Well, I’ve seen everything.
Along with Evans, Slinger, and Kelsey, Addison watched Jeff fly from the helicopter to the roof. He didn’t bother guessing the distance, for no normal human would’ve made the jump. 
Those four spoiled kids who Brody Vitaly so desired, they had reunited, and Addison hoped for them to accomplish great things. 
As amazing as the feat was, the pilot of the helicopter, Eddie, wasted no time watching. They whirred from the roof and headed west for their final destination: Camp Numark. 
Slinger leaned into the cockpit. “Do we have enough fuel?” 
“I will get you back there.” 
Slinger slouched, her back to the pilot, sitting diagonally across from Addison. Kelsey sat next to him. Missing his glasses, he had to squint to see anything remotely well. He was surprised he saw Jeff make it to the roof. He hoped new glasses could be fashioned for him at the base they were headed to. 
“You okay?” Slinger asked Kelsey. 
“We have to go back for them.” 
“Need to refuel, first.” 
“How far?”
“Soon, I promise,” she said and sat back, staring at Evans next to her. He turned to her. Their hands touched. She glanced at his fingers. “Mercury—” 
“Malone died bravely. They all did.” He let her go.
“I really want that warm cot,” she said. 
They escaped the city, flying briefly over ocean, then above a small canyon. 
Eddie said, “We’re almost there!” 
Red emergency lights filled the cockpit. You’re kidding me! 
“Eddie?” Slinger turned, legs kicking the closed door at her side. 
“I gotta put her down!” 
“Talk to me!” 
“Hold on to something,” breathed Eddie, his jaw wide. 
The whirring rotary blades of the helicopter decreased in speed. The aircraft circled, plummeting, and night turned to a swirling blur. Eddie fought for the best possible landing, Addison guessed, as he struggled to buckle himself in. A world spun outside the open cabin door next to him. Addison wanted to throw up. 
Evans reached for the open door, trying to close it. Grabbing his seat, his arm strained. His fingers were so close, but they’d never reach the door. He had to unbuckle himself. Don’t, you fool! But he did, and an impact sent Evans straight out of the helicopter. 
“Jon!” Slinger shot her hand for him but was too late. 
Thrown off his seat, Addison helplessly slid for the open door. Slinger caught him. His legs dangled midair as the helicopter screeched and ripped through the canyon. An ear-piercing snap struck. The woman’s grip vanished and Addison fell. His chest hit dirt so quickly he realized they’d been right above ground. After a few choking coughs, he turned over. The aircraft ripped apart, sliding down the fifteen-foot wide canyon. Its tail skid snapped. Sparks flew. The rotor broke off. Screams echoed. A rotary blade flew across the gap. 
Evans grabbed Addison, dragging him away as the remaining wreckage crashed to the ground. Another rotary blade flew outward, landing right between his legs. 
Two helicopter crashes in one damn apocalypse! I fucking hate helicopters. 
Evans dropped Addison and charged for the crashed aircraft. “Slinger!” A small fireball torched the canyon wall, leaving a black trail. Evans fell back from the flames, screaming for his sergeant again. 
The cockpit snapped open. Eddie climbed out, landing on the closed cabin door. 
“Are they okay?” 
“Evans! We’re on the other side,” her voice called out. 
Addison stumbled to a canyon wall, pressed one hand against it, and squinted at his slashed-open slacks. He felt warm blood under his knee. With his other hand, he hoped to touch the Desert Eagle. Nothing. Such pleasure had filled him when he shot Sofia. What did I yell before shooting her? She wasn’t dead of course, but he hoped she was still in pain. I hate being right —okay, I don’t. Although he felt like a scumbag, he was glad he got the chance to sleep with her. But then an ill shudder crossed his shoulders. She was transformed when we had sex. Oh, oh good God. His stomach twisted. 
Eddie knelt on the crashed copter. He stretched an arm to Evans. “I’ll help you over. We travel to Numark on foot now. Just down this canyon.” 
The VTF specialist looked at Addison. “Let’s go.” 
Leaning over, Addison threw a hand. “Yeah, yeah, one second.” His eyes clenched as he touched his side. More blood, dripping off his fingers. I’m not making it.
Then, her whisper struck him from behind. “Addy.” 
While sweat dripped off his nose, he squinted, turning ever so slowly. Sofia. “No!” 
“Eddie, look out!” Evans screamed. 
No time for Addison to see what was after the other survivors as Sofia struck his chest with one crushing blow. Breath and balance lost, he fell to dirt. She knocked him over with a light kick. “Sofia...” 
“Not so tough without your little pistol, are you?” She pounced over his legs, straddling him. Both his arms were pinned past his head. “What did you say to me on the roof?” 
What did I say? 
“Tell me, Addy.” 
“I don’t remember,” he cried. 
“This might help.” She shot her face close, forcing her tongue in his mouth. Cold and damp, it stretched down his throat, choking him. He swiped his head to the side but her tongue dug deeper. Fuck it! He snapped his teeth shut and his mouth filled with blood. She lunged back, grabbing her face, screaming in pain as black oozed off her lips. With a swift kick, Addison crawled out from under her prison, and he spat out the remains of her tongue. 
Evans tumbled across dirt, bruised and bloodied. Battling on the ground was Eddie, swinging his machete at the cloaked Embracer that had almost impaled Addison with the steel spear earlier. 
Addison fumbled to unholster Evans’ pistol. He shot a glance behind and Sofia, hunched over, continued to grab her mouth and gag, black splashing across the canyon. He tugged and tugged at the holster. Fucker! With no luck getting the pistol, he snagged a grenade off Evans’ vest. He charged at Sofia, about to pull the pin. A dark hand shot out, swiping the small explosive from his grasp. He tried to drop and grab it. He tried. But she wrapped around his neck, throwing him several feet away. A sharp pain exploded in his arm. Shaking eyes saw bone snapped from his skin. He cried. 
“This what you want?” Sofia lifted the grenade off the ground. “I thought you wanted me.” She sounded more funny than scary, talking without a full tongue. You disastrous woman. She cracked her neck, opened her mouth, and her tongue grew, sliding out longer than humanly possible. Addison gagged at the sight. As it hung past her chin, she rushed for him. 
Kicking and crawling with his one good arm, Addison tried to escape. He tried. But she grabbed his ankle. Dragging him under her legs, she pinned him again. Her tongue swirled around, much like the helicopter blades had before. 
“No, no!” He blocked his face as the tongue flopped around his arm. 
“Give me a little kiss, Addy.” Her dark eyes pressed close to his. “A last kiss.”
Evans flung her off in one, roaring charge. “Handle your girl,” he said, after catching his breath over Addison. Turning back to the helicopter, Evans yelled for Eddie and ran away. 
Addison’s eyes landed to the dropped grenade. He snagged it and spun. Sofia rushed back for him as he popped the pin off. 
They collided. Addison—weak, bloody, and defeated—somehow landed on top of her. 
“Give it to me, Addy!” Her possessed tongue flipped and flopped, sticking to his face for wet seconds. 
“What did I say to you on the roof?” He struggled to keep her down, and wasn’t sure if she was toying with him. “You want to know what I said?” Her legs wrapped around his. Locked. She laughed, tongue swirling. “I
said, EAT IT, you snatch!” And he shoved the grenade in her mouth. He fought instantly to break free, but she bit hard around his wrist, grabbed his tie, and bound him with her legs. Those dark eyes ignited wide. 
Trapped by the only woman he’d ever loved, Addison screamed until the explosion took his voice.



EVANS 
Enough biting, stabbing, neck-grabbing, shooting, exploding and crashing. Time for home. Evans searched for his carbine in the helicopter wreckage. Through the debris, he saw their legs. “Slinger, crouch.” 
Her face met his. “You okay?”
“Affirmative.” 
Eddie leaned from the cabin, stretching his hand. “Jon, let us go.” 
But Evans froze. The black cloak fluttered to the helicopter, landing right at the pilot’s side. “Eddie, watch out!” 
Eddie spun, unsheathing his machete and slicing the cloak open. The Embracer flashed a step back. Eddie continued his charge, raising the machete high. The Embracer slid under the attack, kicking the pilot’s legs and tripping him down to the ground. Evans spun away, evading the falling body. 
Something attacked Addison. 
“What was that, Specialist?” Slinger asked from the other side of the wreckage. 
Two Embracers? There is no surviving this. Wanting to save his sergeant, Evans dropped to Slinger’s eyes. “Take Kelsey to Numark, now!” 
“Not without you.” 
“Chelsea, go!” Spinning back, he reached for his handgun. A black fist connected with his jaw. He leapt on the cloaked beast as it rushed him into the canyon wall. His back cracked, causing him to slump over the Embracer’s shoulder. 
Eddie lunged off the ground. The machete struck the cloak and a boisterous roar flew off the grey face of the Embracer. Pulling the hood back revealed the same haunting dark eyes from the yacht. Evans hated those eyes. 
A gloved hand wrapped around the specialist’s forehead, thrusting his head roughly against the canyon wall. Sight blurred. Body lifted, he was thrown by the fucker once again. He slid across dirt, weakened and dazed. 
From nearby came the sounds of Addison’s struggle. 
Eddie continued the battle as Evans fought to rise. A step, a slash, a retreat, a dodge. The Embracer charged at Eddie, who in turn bounced off the canyon wall, evading the attack. He spun back, twirling with a slash, ripping the creatures stomach open using the machete. The cloaked beast fell over, grabbing its dripping organs. Eddie raised the machete over its head. “For my helicopter.”
The Embracer snagged Eddie’s leg, yanked him to the ground before the blade connected. Eddie wrestled with the smothering shadow, creating a flurry of dark and dust. 
After Evans found the strength to rise, he smashed into the woman attacking Addison, then quickly spun back to the helicopter. “Eddie,” he breathed mournfully. 
The Embracer had snapped the pilot’s neck. 
Evans’ feet flew as he kicked off the ground. Falling to a slide, he grabbed the machete. A hand shot for him. A ferocious slash removed the Embracer’s leg from below the knee. Black blood poured across dirt. 
His face sprayed dark and Evans rolled to his feet. The Embracer hobbled in front of the specialist, snagging a broken piece of its steel spear. Evans struck. Parried. He kicked at the cloak. The steel piece scathed his hip. He struck again. Parried. 
On the offensive, the beast struck, wobbling on one foot. Evans mixed up his stance, becoming too slow to dodge. The steel impaled his thigh. Falling to one knee, he swung the machete at the beast’s face, nicking its cheek. 
A scream caused the weakened foes to take a brief break from their fight. 
An explosion threw Addison off the splattering corpse of the other Embracer, sending his back into a canyon wall. He tumbled to the ground. Small flames ate at his sprawled-out body. 
The steel spear ripped from Evans’ kneeling leg. He clenched his lips, fighting a yell, and swung the machete. Blade ripped through cloak, hitting flesh and bone. Before Evans could retract, the broken spear quickly slipped into his chest. His jaw locked open. Pain shot throughout his body. Eyes wide, he slumped over the Embracer, the two of them weakly propping each other up in a red and black puddle of blood. Keep fighting. The steel spear ripped from the specialist’s body and rose over his head, shimmering in the moonlight. A flash of Dylan’s face. A bright smile. Waiting. Almost home, he heard his uncle’s voice. One last rush gave Evans the strength to strike back, and he diverted the deadly path of the spear to the side, and he launched the final swing through the Embracer’s neck. 
Falling over, limbs weak to the numb, the specialist coughed up dirt and blood as the decapitated head rolled until the creature’s eyes turned to him. The darkness vanished, showing the old man’s humanity for the first time. 
Evans stabbed the machete in the ground, using it for leverage. Even with blood dripping from multiple gashes, he managed to make his way toward Addison. 
He paused by the Embracer’s still-rolling head; one swift kick sent it flying through the canyon. “That’s for sinking my uncle’s yacht.” 
The charred Addison stretched out a weak hand. His other arm had been blown off. His melted lips gummed together as he tried to speak. “Did I handle her?” 
Evans fell to one knee, holding himself up by using the machete. He said, “Handled.” 
Addison’s eyelids had burnt off, but now his eyes seemed at peace and he breathed his last worry. Turning from the charred corpse, Evans focused on the helicopter wreckage blocking his path to Numark.
An impossible climb, the specialist thought with each painful step he took. But he needed his orders, he needed— 
His knees crashed to the ground and the machete slipped from his hand. The dying night blurred. 
“Jon!” A silhouette stood on the crashed helicopter. 
Numb, his body fell forward, only to be caught in Slinger’s arms. 
“Numark,” he moaned like the decay. 
“It’s waiting for us.” 
He smiled, tasting blood on his teeth. 
Slinger said, “You’re coming home with me.” 
His light head slumped. “Is that an order?” 
Kelsey lowered next to them. “Is he—” 
“Let’s go,” demanded Slinger. 
The girls lifted Evans and the three of them headed for Camp Numark. 
Evans said, “A warm cot.” 
“Sounds too good.”



JEFF 
We leave as— 
“Look at us, guys; a gook, two heebs and a bean,” said Scot. 
Jeff, blood dripping down his face, wanted to punch him for making such a stupid joke at a time like this. “Enough.” 
“What? We’re reunited again, just reminiscing.” He shrugged. 
Jeff grabbed Kale’s shoulder. “I—I’m sorry.” 
“Fuck me, why are you guys apologizing to him? Are we forgetting what he’s done?” Scot stepped away. “There’s no redemption story here.” 
Jeff pulled Kale, Alec immediately following. “I’ll get to you in a second.” He turned and pointed. 
Alec paused. “I go wherever Kale does. He has Nicole.” 
Jeff yanked Kale’s wrist, spinning him back. “This true?” 
A nod. 
“Where?” 
A head turn. They all looked across the curved roof at another entrance to the apartment complex. “I’ll bring her out.” 
“Go, get her.” Jeff shoved Kale. 
“Wait!” Alec grabbed Kale’s arm. “We can’t let him out of our sight.” 
“I trust him,” said Jeff.
Scot touched his own head. “I’m sorry, you trust him? This guy, who stabbed me in high school, and who likely shoved you off that cliff when you were drunk, and who keeps trying to kill us—you
‘trust’ him?” 
“He wants us all together,” said Jeff, “and if it wasn’t for him, we’d all be dead in that well, or—” 
Kale stared at Scot. “Be condemned like me.” 
“Take me to her,” said Alec. 
Kale didn’t move. “No. Let me go alone. Show me some trust and I’ll bring her out, unharmed.” 
Scot stepped to Alec, while grabbing two of his own stab wounds. “Don’t listen to him. Even with my severe blood loss, I feel like I have the clearest head here. Am I wrong?” 
He has to go alone. We have to caress his now fragile mind. “Please, guys, please, let him.” 
Alec and Scot stared at Jeff, as if looking at their leader. 
“Bring her out.” 
Kale went, scampering across the roof like a creature of the night. They followed him to the other side. He slipped in the apartment entrance, leaving the door partially open. 
“This is absurd,” groaned Scot. 
“Jeff,” Alec started, clenching his fist, “if anything happens to her, you’ll take every blame I’ll have to give.” 
“Understood.” Kale won’t hurt her. He can’t. 
Scot limped between them, cracking another wise remark. “So guys, how about this apocalypse? Crazy, right?” 
“Shut up, Scotty,” whispered Alec. 
Scot retracted. “I was so close to finding somewhere safe with Kelsey. We made beautiful passion, too.” 
They both said nothing. 
Seconds turned to minutes. No Kale. 
Alec sighed. “That’s it. I love you, Jeff, but you’re a naïve idiot.” He stormed to the entrance right when it opened. 
Kale stepped out, holding Nicole’s hand. Yes, Kale! Her mouth was taped and her wrists were tied. But she was alive. Her eyes spread wide upon seeing Alec. He rushed to her but Kale shot to the edge of the roof, pressing his bone-dagger around her neck. 
“Kale!” Alec flushed with light, eyes glossing white.
Holy— 
“I thought his ugly-ass arm broke?” Scot questioned. 
“It healed, thanks for noticing,” sniped Kale. 
Alec stepped closer. 
“Wait, now wait a second.” Kale dragged Nicole closer to the edge. 
What are you doing? No, Kale. “You promised.” 
“And I’ll stick to it, but I need assurance I make it out of here alive.” 
“You cowardly piece of shit.” Scot stood next to the others. The three of them prepared for whatever Kale did next. 
“Words like those, man, Scot, they just lack the assurances I search for.” He popped his lips. 
“Kale,” snarled Alec. 
“Look, here, I’ll let you two say hi.” One quick rip took the tape off Nicole’s pale mouth. 
“Baby.” Alec stepped closer but Kale warned him back. 
“Alec, what’s going on?” Her innocent eyes filled with tears as she looked at the light in Alec’s own. “Your eyes?” 
“Yeah, tell her,” said Kale. 
“I’m getting you out of this, I swear. You trust me, right?” 
“I do.” 
Kale grinned. “So cute.” 
There will be no saving him or Alec if she dies. Think, Jeff, you can save everyone. “Kale, she has nothing to do with this, let her go.” 
“Ah, Homer, on the contrary, she has everything to do with this.” He raised the bone-dagger off her neck. 
“What are you talking about?” Scot asked him. 
“You see, she—” Kale’s words were cut off by Nicole slamming her bound arms into his stomach. She crawled right for Alec, his hand nearly touching her. 
Kale was quicker, and he yanked her back, pressing against her neck once again. “Ah, ah, bad, bad,” he admonished. The blade slid against her flesh, lightly nicking it. 
Light sparked brighter in Alec’s body. “Kale!” 
“Relax, only a scratch.” Kale relieved the pressure. 
“Why, Kale?” her words shook. “I thought we were friends.” 
“Friends? Ha! If we were friends, why did you try crawling away? Don’t you trust your friends?” 
“Enough.” Alec crouched, keeping his eyes with Nicole. “We will let you go, Kale, I promise. Just let me have her.” 
They were separated by mere feet. But Jeff, like Alec, knew no one would be faster than Kale’s blade. 
Kale grinned at them all. “That’s nice of you to let me go, Alec, really is. But I want something else.”
This is not the Kale I know. “What?” said Jeff. 
“You see, Homer, when I said you were wrong about her, I meant it. She’s the reason Alec never did anything but care for her. So much power, and it went to waste.” Nicole looked up at him and he forced her to face Alec. “The regret on your face right now, Alec, it is quite—” 
“I regret nothing,” stated Alec, “except not killing you sooner.” 
Kale shrugged, “Meh.”
“For fuck’s sake,” interrupted Scot. “Say what you want, you insane freak.” 
Kale glanced at all three of them. “This.” 
“Don’t!” begged Jeff. 
“Kale!” Alec lunged. 
Nicole made another attempt for Alec as the bone-dagger swung. Alec’s fingers touched her, but the blade impaled her heart first. Nicole slipped right from his touch, pulled back by Kale. 
The creature before them dangled Nicole over the edge of the roof with his one hand, grinned at Alec, said, “I want you to watch her die.” 
She fell. 
A throat-ripping roar broke from Alec, and he flung to the edge. His fingers grazed her ankle, but he missed and he collapsed, his frozen body hanging off the roof. 
Kale swiped his bone-dagger for the unseeing Alec’s neck. Jeff rushed forward, grabbed Kale’s shirt and tossed him away from the edge before he could take Alec’s head. 
Scot chased after Kale’s rolling body, kicking several times, but the blade sliced his ankle open. Falling over, Scot squealed away from the Embracer. 
Jeff passed him and lunged onto Kale. He slammed a fist into his once-close friend’s face. Crack. Another. Crack. Black blood stained his knuckles. “What have you done?” 
“Meh,” he choked and grabbed Jeff’s large fist on the fourth blow. His dark veins bulged as he crunched bones. The blade swiped, taking the tip of Jeff’s nose with it. Shoved off Kale, Jeff crawled for composure. 
Kale lunged across the night, swinging down for his face. 
Scot flew from the side, slamming into the Embracer’s ribs. They tumbled across the roof, bodies tangling as one.
Jeff rose. 
Kale shot to the air, blade first, stabbing Jeff’s breastbone, then he wrapped his own legs around Scot’s neck. 
“Get off me!” screamed Scot as he grabbed Kale’s ankles crushing his throat. 
The three of them were locked. 
Kale fought free from Jeff and went for another stab but Jeff strafed away. The Embracer’s face collapsed to the roof, legs falling off Scot, who grabbed his neck, coughing away from everyone. 
Jeff didn’t recognize his friend. What had happened to the boy who wanted nothing more than to be a hero? What had happened to his Nightwing? The body that resembled Kale possessed too much evil, hate, and death.
And he had to die. 
Alec flashed like lightning into Kale and threw him to the edge of the roof. Catching himself, Kale stabbed the ground before falling over. He pounced to his feet, staring at the heaving Alec, said, “We will
never leave as four.” 
Alec clenched his teeth. “We never did.” 
Light clashed with dark. Two bodies flew off the roof, vanishing from Jeff’s eyes as he sprinted after them. Skidding to a stop, he witnessed their descent. 
Kale fell back first, Alec right above him. Three stabs broke Alec’s flesh but he flipped Kale over, forcing him to fall face-first. Jeff swore Alec yelled, “Die,” during the last few seconds of their lives. 
Kale’s face slammed into a yellow fire hydrant and pieces of him exploded across asphalt. 
Three bodies. All broken, lying next to one another. 
Alec’s hand landed on Nicole’s back, their faces inches apart. His fingers managed to graze her cheek before dropping limply to the ground. 
I saved none of them. With this realization, Jeff fell on all fours. Gagging and choking, he turned away. 
Scot rubbed his own neck as he grabbed Jeff’s shoulder. “They—?” 
“Yes.” 
Eyes breaking away, Scot’s hands shook in front of his face. “No, fuck, shit.” 
Drool fell off Jeff’s lips as he tightened his eyes from his friends’ corpses. “Scot.” He fought to keep his quivering lips still. “What have we done?” 
His eyes straining, Scot lowered and grabbed Jeff. “Come on,” he said confidently. “We’ve all died at least once now.” 
Jeff wrapped an arm around his smaller friend. Even if Alec lives, Nicole is surely dead. Her death will be worse than anything Alec could ever suffer. Glancing back at the end of the roof as Scot helped him walk, Jeff fought to maintain his strength. I wanted to save all of us. Can I still? I need to. I will. 
“Things could be worse,” said Scot.
“How?” 
Scot’s eyes were a watery blue. “We could still be in that well.” 
They went to the entrance of the complex, while the death of night flushed with life upon the arrival of morning.



ALEC 
His arm snapped into place as he lifted his crumpled body off the sidewalk. With trembling limbs, he wrapped around his frail, shattered Nicole. His grip tightened and he whispered constant apologies. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” His eyes shut. A sharp pain welled up in him. The world crushed against his chest. Without love, without her, I have nothing. 
Alec had felt her skin for the shortest of seconds before his love fell from Kale’s hand, and as he hung off that dreadful roof, staring in shock, loss, and defeat, he knew he’d never be a hero. He’d never accomplish great things. Killing Kale had been his goal when he threw the both of them off of the roof, even hoping to end his own life, perhaps getting a chance to see Nicole again. 
But he didn’t die. I cannot. 
Moans of the undead surrounded him and Nicole. The hordes’ remainders closed in. They wanted her flesh. He wouldn’t allow it. After carefully lowering her head, he let light blast throughout his body, and, jolting from one corpse to another, he ripped each head off with one clean swipe. Anger, vengeance, and hate pulsated with each flash through his veins. By the eighth dropped corpse, Jeff and Scot reached the street. If they helped, Alec didn’t notice, nor did he give two shits. Zombies number nine and ten fell in the same manner as the others. The last three he left for his friends to handle, then he returned to Nicole. 
Curled up against her, cheeks touching, he kissed her blood-drenched head. “I want to be with you.” 
Scot yelled for Jeff to watch out. Seconds later, he said, “Holy crap, did you kill it with a scalpel throw?”
A few last moans and the night became silent. 
Alec rose, keeping Nicole dear to his chest. 
“Alec!” Jeff rushed to them, heaving for air. Scot followed. They glanced at Kale’s body. The yellow fire hydrant had scrambled his entire face. His arms and legs hung limp. Chunks of his flesh were scattered across the street. 
Jeff touched the massacred head. 
Turning his back to them, blood falling down his throat to his stomach, Alec started walking, unsure to where. 
“Where are you going?” Scot’s voice.
“To bury my fiancée.” 
“I’ll help.” 
“Fine,” mumbled Alec.
“Jeff, come on,” Scot said to him. 
Jeff mourns Kale. But Kale died back in high school. We all did.
By the time they reached the beach, the day had grown bright. But it did nothing for Alec. The world had descended to a dark, spiraling hell with Nicole’s fall into death. They dug a hole close to sand. Down the beach, waves crashed, and a salty smell snuck into his nostrils. 
It was all shit. 
After he finished digging, Alec lowered down into Nicole’s grave, lying with her one last time. I’m grateful for everything you gave me. He swiped hair off her face and touched her chin. I’ll see you again. His lips pressed against her and he wanted to keep them there forever. Bury him. Leave him there to rot with love. 
But she would’ve wanted him to continue on, as cliché as it sounded. Fuck moving on. I want to die with her. 
Yet he found himself climbing out of the grave, assisted by Jeff and Scot. He wanted to bury her alone and forced them to step aside. Each clump of falling dirt killed his heart. The light he once felt vanished with every passing second. 
A Guardian of Life? Never. Whatever that so-called Curer of Death had said was a lie. Death took his brother. Death took Nicole. The only thing left for him was suffering. 
And vengeance. 
“Do you think Kale is really dead?” Scot asked Jeff, standing behind Alec as he buried Nicole. 
“You saw him.” 
“Yeah, well, I was shot in the head and came back.” 
“I don’t know, Scot. We can go and check.” 
If Kale lives, I will kill him a thousand more times. 
Scot continued, “If he is alive, hopefully that fire hydrant knocked some sense into him.” 
“Alec, I really want to help.” Jeff moved closer. 
“Get away from me,” he snarled back. 
“Let him do his thing.” Scot pulled at Jeff. “Here, Addison gave me this paper on the roof. Check it out.” 
“What’s this?” 
“A name.” 
“Brody Vitaly, who is that?” 
“I have no idea, man, but Addison said that guy has all our answers. What we are, what we can do. I think you’ll appreciate him more than me.” 
Jeff fell silent as Alec continued to bury his fiancée. 
Sweat covered Alec’s body, a drop falling from his upper lip. The last two piles of dirt fell on his soul. He flattened the grave and dropped his necklace, a golden cross, on top of it. His eyes shut. How can I move on? How can I keep going? 
Jeff and Scot’s voices drowned to a bottomless pit behind him as he lowered to the grave. Face pressed against dirt, he held back tears fighting to escape. He remembered those tears he’d fought back just days earlier. Cries because he was denied a position at the Green Hills Fire Department. 
Those were meaningless cries, he knew. Those cries were nothing like this. 
Nicole. His mind whispered her name as he kissed the grave. Grains stayed on his mouth as he raised his head. 
Turning to the others, he asked, “Brody Vitaly?” 
Jeff raised the paper slip. “Apparently he has all the answers we want.” 
Alec looked away, weighing options and biting his lip. Waves crashed to shore in a splash of white foam. “I have no questions.” 
Scot clapped his hands. “Well, I somehow need to find my way to this Numark. I miss my Kels—” His face reddened before finishing her name. “Sorry, Alec.” 
He said nothing. 
“I know how to get there.” Jeff walked up the sand. 
“Oh, right.” Scot, standing closest to Nicole’s grave, stared at it for seconds in silence. He mourns nothing. 
“We’re not far from Numark.” Jeff went for Alec, forcing them to meet eyes. “You’ll come with us?” 
“Sure.” If this Brody knows everything, which seems highly unlikely, maybe he knows a cure. A chance to bring Nicole back... 
“All right,” said Scot. “Lead the way, Homer.” 
They followed Jeff, the sun beating at their backs. To Alec, Numark was only a word, for he began to believe it wasn’t even real. 
An unreachable hope. 
The well, his brother’s bar, the yacht, the clinic, the cliff, the roof, the hydrant — all flashed through his mind as they traveled along the beach. 
Perhaps they were invincible. Perhaps they were meant to save mankind, but these things plummeted to no importance. No meaning. Nicole had died. Faith had died. A cure was another impossible dream, so he disregarded the idea of saving her. 
She is gone forever, never believe otherwise. 
However, if there were a creature that had possessed Kale, turning him, causing Nicole’s death, Alec would find it and punish it. Following Jeff and Scot would help him achieve this goal. 
The only thing they’re good for now. 
After Nicole received full vengeance, he would be done with them, because they were not his friends, they were not his allies, they were not his brothers. Their dead lives meant nothing to him. 
They were no better than Kale.




 
to be continued
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