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To Douglas

 

The only person whose calls I

look forward to in the middle of the night.

My brother.

My kindred spirit.

I love you.



Prologue


The young witch
hesitated at the edge of the forest. She’d followed the old man
through the city many times, but had never followed him into the
woodland.

She stepped into the
shadows and watched as Tobias Prague disappeared through the seal.
Her heart raced. The Council had given her explicit orders never to
go beyond the borders of the town’s magical seal. They’d
said it was too dangerous and that a young witch of only sixty years
would never be able to handle herself beyond the city’s gate.

But Tobias was up to
something. She could feel it deep in her bones. She couldn’t
lose him now.

The witch wrapped her
fingers around the edge of the stone building and peered nervously
toward the gate. She should stay behind like she always did. She
should do as she’d been told.

But she was so tired of
following the rules. She’d been following their rules her whole
life and where had it gotten her?

Nowhere. After
everything she’d done for them, the elders still treated her
like a child.

A useless child.

She was sick of being
underestimated. Deep in her heart, she knew she was meant for big
things. Important things.

She bit her lip and
held her breath. She was running out of time. If she didn’t
hurry, Tobias would be so far ahead, she’d never catch up to
him.

The witch glanced back
toward the brightly lit streets of the capital city, and when she was
sure she would not be seen, she pulled the dark silk hood over her
head and she stepped off the stone path and into the forest.

The seal shimmered
briefly as she passed through. A sweet heat ignited deep within her,
spreading from head to toe as her magical powers were set free. She
had forgotten how delicious those powers could be outside the
magic-free zones of the bigger cities. It had been years since she’d
been allowed to feel her full power coursing through her body, and
even then, it had been under careful supervision.

For a moment, she was
breathless. Giddy. Then the sound of footsteps ahead reminded her of
her purpose. She needed to find the old man and figure out just what
he was really up to out here.

She was tempted to use
her fire to light her way, but she was afraid Tobias might see her.
She resigned herself to darkness and continued her pursuit.

The forest floor was
mossy and green, wet from the recent rain. There were two moons
tonight, and she could see her way easily enough once her eyes
adjusted. In the distance, she could hear a winterbird singing. 


It took her a while to
find the old man’s trail. He must have been very diligent about
covering his tracks, but his caution only pushed her to search
harder. If he was simply out for a stroll, he wouldn’t have
bothered. Besides, now that she’d passed through the seal, her
absence would be known. Everyone who passed in and out was tagged and
recorded. When she returned, she’d have to answer to the
elders.

They would be angry
with her, but maybe if she had something valuable to report to them,
they would forgive her for disobeying them.

At first, she saw no
sign of Tobias. She was worried she’d lost him completely.
Then, a strange stirring in her heart told her to go east, toward the
river. Whenever she felt lost, she stopped again and listened to that
strange tugging deep within.

Then, after several
minutes, a noise up ahead caught her ear.

The witch crept forward
as silent as a fox and hid behind a large tree covered with dark red
thorns. 


Tobias Prague was on
his hands and knees in a small clearing, searching through a pile of
rocks. He mumbled to himself as he dug into the ground, but she
couldn’t make out his words. He was definitely up to something.
He kept looking over his shoulder to make sure he hadn’t been
followed.

Had he hidden something
here?

The witch was glad of
her dark features and black cloak. She blended in to the shadows.

Tobias paused, then
held something up in the air, studying it in the moonlight. A rough
stone was pressed between his thumb and forefinger. When the light
hit it just right, she could see its dark purple color. Her heart
fluttered like the tiny wings of a hummingbird.

She brought a trembling
hand to her mouth. Could it be?

The Fatalis stone.

It was real.

The witch stepped
closer, excitement buzzing across her skin. A twig snapped under the
heel of her boot and she froze. Tobias closed his fist around the
stone and jerked his head in her direction. He stood and peered into
the darkness.

She didn’t dare
move a muscle. If she were discovered now, he would be very angry
with her. Tobias Prague was a great wizard. Very old and very wise.
He could kill her with a flick of his wrist. Especially after what
she had seen out here tonight.

Without the city seal
to protect her, he could end her life and no one would ever discover
the body.

“Who’s
there?” he said, his voice gruff and tense. “Show
yourself.”

He waited a long
moment, then dropped the Fatalis stone into his pocket. He held his
palm high into the air. A blue flame formed in his hand. All around,
the trees became covered with an icy frost that seemed to glow from
within. The witch carefully slipped back into the shadows, shivering
as the cold flame cooled the area. She covered her mouth tightly to
keep her breath from being seen.

After a few moments,
Tobias dropped his hand and turned, pushing deeper into the woods.
His feet moved with swift purpose. When she felt he was a safe
distance ahead, the young witch followed him, darting silently
between the shadows.

Soon, they reached a
large circular clearing. A place with great power. She had never seen
this place before, but could feel the hum of the earth beneath her
feet.

The young witch kept
hidden on the edge of the trees, watching.

Tobias stood in the
center of the clearing, his eyes closed as if in prayer. He placed
his palms together and began to chant. She couldn’t understand
the ancient language, but she could feel the power of his words. The
ground began to rumble. She gripped the nearest tree for balance.

A brilliant light
formed between the old man’s palms. It was different from the
flame he’d produced earlier. This light was glimmering, similar
to the way the magical seal had looked as she’d stepped through
it.

As his chants grew
louder, Tobias pulled his palms apart, then began moving them in a
circular pattern. The light expanded into a large circle, growing
until it was big enough for a person to walk through.

The witch gasped as she
looked deep into the light. Inside the circle, the forest beyond had
disappeared. Instead, she could see a green field lit up by a warm
sun. A foreign world.

A portal.

She couldn’t
breathe. She pressed her body against the tree, unsure of the
strength of her legs. Her eyes widened as she stared through to the
other world.

The elders had been
right all along. The legend of the Fatalis stone was true. Portal
magic was real.

All this could only
mean one thing.

The Dark One is
real. She’s still alive.

The young witch felt
faint. It was too much to take in. It was all true and the portal was
here, almost within her reach. She wished now with all her heart she
had taken the time to go back to the Council and report Tobias’
strange behavior. This was too much. Too important for a young witch
like her to handle. She’d been stupid to come out here alone,
but there was no turning back now.

When the portal was
fully formed, Tobias took one last look around the area, then stepped
through. 


The bright light
shimmered and weakened, the image on the other side growing faint.
Fear rushed through the witch like a mighty wind. What should she do?
If she let him go, would anyone believe her? Would they ever get
another chance to answer the questions witches and wizards had been
asking for centuries?

But if she followed
him, how would she get back home?

Her heart pounded
against her ribcage.

She had no time. She
had to make her choice.

The young witch ran
forward and thrust herself through just as the light disappeared. She
fell on her side, rolling onto the grass. Heat warmed her face as she
lay there, disoriented. 


“What are you
doing here?” Tobias Prague stared down at her, his voice
drenched in anger.

The witch shielded her
eyes against the bright sunshine. “I could ask you the same
thing, old man.”

She heard the clank of
metal as he unsheathed his sword and pushed its pointed tip into her
chest. It wasn’t enough to break the skin, but she knew he
would kill her if it came to that. 


Tobias lifted the tip
of his sword to her forehead and with a swift motion, pushed the hood
of her cloak back so he could get a better look at her face.

She swallowed, then
raised her wide eyes up to his.

“I recognize you,
child," he said. “You’re the orphan girl. The one
the Council of Fire found all those years ago wandering in the
forest.”

She nodded.

“You have no idea
what you’ve stumbled upon,” he said. “I should kill
you for following me here to this place, but you’re just a
child.”

The young witch
clenched her jaw tight, her nostrils flaring. She was not a child.

And she was sure she
did know some things about what she’d discovered here.

She didn’t
recognize the world, but she knew exactly where she was. The Dark One
was here. She could feel the necromancer’s dark power flowing
like an slow current through the ground. The Council had been looking
for this place for centuries.

And she had found it.

No, she was not a
child. 


She tried to gather her
fire in her hands, but the power wouldn’t come to her. It had
been there in the forest beyond the seal, but now, here in this
strange world, her power was once again quieted. Sealed. She shook
her head, not understanding.

Tobias ran a shaking
hand across his bearded chin. “You cannot cast here,” he
said. “Magic is forbidden in this world. Only those with the
key can cast. Come, now, I will take you home. You don’t belong
here.”

He stretched a wrinkled
hand toward her, but she refused to take it. He was just like the
elders. Always underestimating her and treating her as if she had no
value, posed no threat. He meant to just take her home and continue
on about his business. He wasn’t even angry or surprised at her
presence. She was just a child to him. A nothing.

Anger burned within
her, deeper and stronger than any anger she’d ever felt. It
surged up from the humming ground and into her veins where it burned
hotter than the purest flame. It consumed her with a sudden and raw
power.

She would teach him to
treat her with respect.

With a smile, the young
witch reached for the dagger hidden in her boot.

She grabbed his hand
and used his own strength against him as she pulled herself up and
buried the tip of the blade deep in his belly.

Tobias’ eyes
became round and large, surprise and desperation flashing deep
inside. His hands rose to the dagger, closing around her warm hands
as his blood poured from the wound. “No,” he said, pain
and regret saturating the word. “You have no idea what you’ve
done.”

He stumbled backward.
The witch pulled away, her hands slipping free of the dagger as
Tobias fell to the ground. His blood ran blue as a cobalt ocean
across his hands and down his side. He choked and coughed, blood
pouring from his mouth as he tried to speak.

The young witch fell
back in horror. What had she done?

She’d never meant
to hurt him, but something had come over her. Something dark and
undeniable.

And now he was dying.
Her dagger was small but laced with poison. She’d carried it
for years, but never actually dreamed of using it until today.

“You’ve
broken the seal.” Tobias reached toward her, his hand trembling
and his fingers splayed out like a fan. 


The first drop of his
blood fell onto the earth and the witch stared in awe as the blue
pooled into a small puddle and then was sucked into the ground.

As his blood mingled
with the dirt, the witch felt a stirring of warmth deep in her belly.
Her powers had returned, but only in part.

Tobias closed his eyes,
tears streaming across his cheeks.

“Do not let her
rule you,” he sputtered. He cringed with every word, but did
not stop. His hands reached for her. “Find the five guardians.
Warn them. Please.”

His face tensed and his
body curled up, then released and fell back against the ground with a
terrible thud. The witch watched as his blood flowed in a steady
stream from his body and into the earth. Slowly, as his veins
emptied, his skin withered and shrank until finally, he turned to
dust and was no more.

The young witch fell to
her knees, her breath hitching in her chest. She touched the ground
where Tobias had fallen. The dirt nearly burned her hand, but when
she tried to pull away, she was powerless to move, stuck to the spot
by some invisible force deep inside the earth.

Panic filled her. She
imagined her own body crumbling to dust and pulled even harder. But
it was no use. Something here had its hold on her and wasn’t
letting go.

The power of it sucked
her under and in moments, the young witch lay motionless in the
grass, dust blowing all around her as she lost consciousness.








Part I: The Virus




Blood-red petals
pierced the frozen earth, rose up like a snake, then opened to soak
in the warm sunlight. A young girl watched with unrestrained
curiosity. She had never seen such a strange flower. In fact, flowers
hardly ever grew here in the cold mountain snow.

The girl leaned down
and gripped the sturdy green stem. With a tug, she snapped it off at
its root. She giggled, then lifted the strange red flower to her nose
and inhaled. She’d expected it to smell sweet like the roses
her father sometimes brought home from the market, but this flower
smelled nothing like a rose. It smelled of smoke. Ash.

For a moment, she
felt the urge to drop the flower back to the ground where she’d
found it. To leave it there in the snow where it would wilt and die.

But it would be a
shame to waste such a pretty thing. She considered it for a moment,
then skipped home, the red flower clutched in her gloved hand. By
nightfall, fever had taken hold of her small body and deep inside the
earth, the Dark One smiled.




Parrish


They were at it again.

Parrish Sorrows slammed
her locker shut and leaned her forehead against the cool metal. She
shouldn’t get involved. It was none of her business.

Still, she couldn’t
help that her locker was right next to the door leading out to the
dumpsters. The custodians kept it propped open on nice summer days
like today so they could sneak out there and smoke in secret.

But it wasn’t the
custodians out there now.

It was those stupid
bullies. Those guys thought just because their fathers were all big
shot CEO’s and they lived in the ritziest neighborhood around
with the biggest houses and fastest cars that it made them gods here
at Lawson Prep. They thought being rich gave them the right to pick
on kids who were smaller, younger, and poorer than they were. Which
was pretty much everyone, if she was being honest.

This was the third
afternoon in a week that Parrish had heard them out there with the
wiry freshman transfer. His name was Peter or something. He’d
transferred in about a month ago from some school up north on a
science scholarship. The bullies wouldn’t let up. She could
hear them out there pushing him around, taunting him and calling him
names like they were in Kindergarten instead of their Senior year in
in high school.

Anyway, it was none of
her business.

She was already on her
second strike for fighting, plus three warnings for dress code
violations. Starting something up with the son of the dean was a bad
idea, but that ass had it coming.

She tightened her hand
into a fist, then relaxed. She lifted her backpack and threw it
across her shoulder. She would walk away, just as she had every other
day this week. Her parents were already supremely pissed at her. With
Zoe taking off on her world tour in just a few days, now was not the
time to make waves.

But then the kid
starting crying.

A sob echoed through
the empty hallway and Parrish closed her eyes and shook her head. How
could she walk away from that? They made him cry. Dammit.

She threw her bag to
the ground at the feet of her locker and sighed. They’d given
her no choice.

Parrish stepped around
the corner and leaned against the door frame.

There were four of the
bigger guys. All seniors. All sons of important men. All about to get
their asses kicked.

They stood in a circle
around the kid. One guy, Jason, was going through the kid’s
bag, pulling his papers and books, ripping up his homework before
crumbling it into a little ball and throwing it on the nasty floor
next to the trash can.

Peter, the kid, was
hunched over in the middle of the group, his shoulders up near his
ears and his hands wrapped around his elbows. He was sniffling, snot
running from his nose.

Parrish cleared her
throat and the four bullies turned toward her.

Jason threw the
backpack on the ground at the kid’s feet. “What do you
want, Sorrows? This doesn’t concern you.”

She raised an eyebrow
and pulled a lollipop from the pocket of her plaid school uniform
skirt. She unwrapped it slowly and threw the trash on the ground.
“That’s not exactly true,” she said. “See, my
locker is right here on the end by the door.”

She put the sucker in
her mouth and hooked her thumb toward the hallway.

Jason narrowed his eyes
at her. “What does that have to do with anything?”

She slowly pulled the
sucker from her mouth, all four of the older guys staring at her
mouth now. “I can hear everything that happens out here,”
she said. “Which means you made it my concern when you chose
this particular spot for your bullying.”

One of the other boys
put his arm around the kid. “Bullying?” He laughed and
squeezed the kid’s shoulder so tight it made him flinch. “We’re
not bullying him. We’re welcoming him to Lawson Prep with a
time-honored hazing ritual.”

“Yeah, he should
be thanking us for spending our time hanging out with him,”
Jason said. He walked up to where Parrish was standing and got up in
her face. “So if you’ll excuse us, freak, we’ll get
back to our business. I strongly suggest you get back to yours.”

Parrish didn’t
blink an eye. She merely lifted her knee up hard and fast.

Jason doubled over,
grunting. He grabbed his crotch, then leaned against the brick wall.

Two of the other guys
walked toward her, their lips in a snarl and their hands fisted and
tense. Parrish put the cherry-flavored sucker in her mouth. She kept
her eyes on their hands. When one reached out to grab her shoulder,
she grabbed his wrist before he could get to her. She twisted around,
using his own momentum to throw him in to the metal door frame. His
head smacked hard against it and he reached up to cradle his bleeding
nose.

The second guy reached
for her hair, but she ducked just in time, then came up hard with
both fists to his gut. She spun around as she stood, planting the
heel of her heavy boot in his back. He groaned and fell to the
ground.

The fourth and final
guy backed up against the large metal dumpster, his hands up in
surrender. Parrish stared him down, then stared toward the door. He
took off at a jog, taking his three bully friends with him.

Parrish grabbed the
kid’s backpack off the ground and handed it to him.

He picked his glasses
up and placed them back on his face, then took the bag. “Thanks,”
he said. “I owe you.”

Parrish shook her head.
“How ’bout you learn to stand up for yourself and stop
walking the halls alone so they can bring you out here, okay? I
swear, I’m not going to help you again. Now, get out of here.”

The kid took off and as
she watched him push past the door, she met a pair of deep brown eyes
staring back at her from the hall.

Her breath stuck in her
throat and her jaw opened slightly.

Noah.

He held her gaze and
her heart hammered in her ears. She couldn’t force herself to
look away. Had he been watching her this whole time? Her cheeks
flushed with warmth.

He took a step toward
her, his eyes glossy and bright. She swallowed, breathless, then
shifted her weight from one foot to the other.

Was he coming to talk
to her? She told herself she could care less what he did. They had
nothing in common, anyway. A guy like Noah would never really get
her. He was too perfect. Too gorgeous.

Still, her pulse raced
and her hand fell to her side, the lollipop forgotten but the cherry
flavor still sticky and sweet on her lips.

He took another step
toward her, but before he could get to the door, high-pitched
laughter shattered the silence between them. Parrish turned to see a
rush of blonde hair sweep down the hall toward Noah. Karmen Hughes
laughed and threw her arms around his neck, nearly toppling him over.

“Noah! Where have
you been, you dork,” she said. “Aaron’s been
looking for you. You’re going to be late for practice.”

Parrish drew a deep,
slow breath into her lungs. Noah wasn’t looking at her anymore
and none of the girls surrounding him now had even noticed her
standing beyond the door.

“Hey,” he
said. “I guess I lost track of time.”

“Well, you better
get going. Tomorrow’s the big game and if you screw it up, the
coach’ll kill you,” Karmen said. The cluster of girls
around her giggled and Parrish wanted to throw up.

She tossed her sucker
into the big trash bin and walked silently into the building. She
scooped her bag off the floor near her locker, then threw one last
glance at Noah before she walked toward the front of the building and
out to her car.




Noah


Noah stumbled as Karmen
barreled into him. She was always doing crap like that.

They’d been
friends for years, and even though she was dating his best friend
Aaron, she was always being all flirty with him. It was a little
annoying, but he didn’t want to hurt her feelings by telling
her to stop.

“You’re
definitely coming to my party after the game tomorrow, right?”
she asked. She still had her arm looped in his and was pressing her
body against his arm. Her breast rubbed against him and he tried to
pull away, but she had a serious grip on him.

“I’m not
sure,” he said. He tried to look around the other girls to see
if Parrish was still standing there. He’d just worked up the
nerve to go talk to her when they’d jumped him in the hall. He
didn’t want to make it too obvious he was looking for her, but
he’d seen what she did for that boy and wanted to talk to her
about it.

Where had she learned
to beat the crap out of guys twice her size?

“No way,”
Karmen said, pouting. “You’re not getting out of it that
easy. You have to come or I’ll seriously be devastated. This is
the first real party of the season. My parents will be gone for three
whole days and we’ll have the house all to ourselves.”

She raised her eyebrows
as if she meant just the two of them. He wondered if Aaron was
planning on spending the night.

“I’ll stop
by for a while, at least,” he said. “You know how my dad
is about those things.”

She rolled her eyes and
some of the other girls giggled. “You worry way too much about
what your dad says. Besides, he’ll probably be working late as
usual and he won’t even know you’re gone.”

Noah cleared his
throat. She was right about that. His dad was gone all the time with
work, leaving Noah alone at the house. Still, he didn’t like to
upset him, and his dad hated parties like this. Everyone would be
drinking and things tended to get way out of hand. Usually, someone
ended up calling the cops around three in the morning before things
settled down again.

Karmen didn’t
care, but she never seemed to care what her parents thought.

He glanced toward the
door again, catching a glimpse of the empty space outside. There was
no sign of Parrish. He turned to look down the hallway and just
caught sight of her braided black hair and combat boots before she
turned the corner toward the main exit.

Crap.

Even though Parrish
lived across the street from him and went to the same school he did,
he never got a chance to talk to her. Whenever he did, she usually
kept the conversation short and bolted as soon as she got the chance.
He didn’t understand her.

But there was something
about her.

“Earth to Noah.”

Noah blinked and turned
his attention back to Karmen. “Sorry, what?”

Karmen followed his
gaze down the hall but there was no one there. “You can be
really weird sometimes, you know that?”

He shrugged and pulled
his arm away from her. “I gotta run,” he said. “I
don’t want to be late for baseball practice.”

“So I’ll
see you tomorrow night at my place, right?” she called after
him. “My friend Star from Bethesda is going to be there and
she’s dying to meet you.”

Noah waved and took off
in a jog toward the field house. He’d only have about two
minutes to get changed into his practice clothes and get out on the
field, but it would have been worth being late if he’d gotten
to talk to Parrish.

What was it about her
that had him so twisted up? He couldn’t quite put his finger on
it, but he’d been drawn to her ever since he first moved to the
D.C. area nearly eight years ago. She was different, for sure. She
had her own style with those boots and funky hair. She also had a
major attitude, but that was all just surface stuff. There was
something more to it.

Something deeper that
drew him in.

He wanted to get to
know her, but they didn’t exactly run in the same circles.
Karmen and her clones always made fun of Parrish, but she didn’t
seem to care. She seemed to like being alone all the time. In fact,
he didn’t think he’d ever seen her with a single friend.
That made most people go running in the opposite direction, but she
was interesting to him. He was tired of always watching her from afar
and never getting anywhere. He hated that he even cared what his
friends thought of her.

Next time he got the
chance, he was just going to go talk to her. Screw what his friends
thought. Why not? You only lived once, right? What was he so afraid
of?

After practice, he
checked for her car in the driveway as he passed by her house, but it
wasn’t there. Disappointed, he pulled into his own driveway and
parked in the garage. His dad’s car was there, but the trunk
was popped and there was a brown leather suitcase stashed inside.

Noah’s shoulders
slumped as he threw the Pontiac into park and got out of the car. A
suitcase could only mean one thing.

“How long will
you be gone?” Noah asked as his father rushed around the
kitchen, throwing loose papers into his briefcase along with a couple
pieces of fruit and a bottle of water.

“I’m not
sure this time,” his dad said. “A couple days? Maybe
longer.”

“What’s
going on?” Noah’s dad worked for the CDC—The Center
for Disease Control and Prevention—researching viruses and
working to come up with vaccines to combat the more serious ones.
Usually, he was only called in to stay if there was some kind of
emergency. Noah had learned a long time ago not to take these things
too seriously. If the American public knew how often the CDC thought
there was a possible emergency, everyone would be walking around in
full hazmat suits all the time.

“A new virus.”
He paused and pushed his glasses up on the bridge of his nose. He
shook his head, his expression full of worry.

Noah sat down on a bar
stool and picked an apple up from the bowl of fruit on top of the
island. “Do they think it’s serious?”

“It’s
deadly. Seven people in Canada already and there are reports coming
in of illness in some of the northwestern states. We’re working
to pinpoint patient zero right now so we can make progress on a
workable vaccine.”

“Some kind of flu
or something?” Noah asked.

His father shook his
head. “I don’t know. It’s not like anything we’ve
seen in a long time. I’ll have to get in and study it more to
help determine what kind of strain it might be. Harrison’s
thinking maybe some mutation of the swine flu, but it’s hard to
tell with what little data we have so far. One of the victims was a
six year old little girl,” he said, shaking his head again.
“They’re sending some tissue samples down from her home
town for us to study and I want to make it to lab and set up before
they come in.”

Noah tossed the apple
from one hand to the other. His dad placed his hand on the apple,
gripping one of the Noah’s hands underneath. Noah looked up and
saw the fear in his father’s eyes. He’d seen it a million
times. Every single time a virus or threat came on the radar, his
father got that look in his eyes. Like he was going to lose Noah to
that virus and it was his personal mission to stop it before it got
to him.

“There aren’t
any reports of it in this area yet, but from early indications, it’s
spreading fast,” he said. “Promise me you’ll stay
home for a few days until we get more information.”

Noah stood and pulled
his hand away, dropping the apple.

“Stay home?
You’ve got to be kidding me,” he said. “We’ve
got the big game tomorrow against Northside. No way am I missing
that.”

His father rubbed his
hand across his forehead and sighed. “Okay, okay. Go to school,
go to the game, but come straight home afterward,” he said.
“Wash your hands. Don’t touch anyone, especially if they
appear sick. Be careful not to—”

“Not to touch my
face or my eyes,” Noah said. “I know the drill.”

His father relaxed his
shoulders and picked his briefcase up from the table. “I know
you think I’m crazy, but this is serious. You never know which
one is going to be the big one,” he said.

“I know, Dad,”
Noah said. “I’ll be okay.”

His father nodded, then
came around the side of the island and gave Noah a one-armed hug.
“Just be careful. I’ll see you in a few days.”

Noah hugged him back
and watched as his dad disappeared into the garage and drove away.




Karmen


Karmen Hughes gathered
her blonde hair into a ponytail and fanned the back of her neck. It
was so freaking hot out here, even for May. Another thirty minutes
and all her carefully applied makeup would be running down her face
from sweat. Gross.

Her best friend Kate
elbowed her, then started clapping. “Go Aaron, wooo!”

Karmen turned her
attention to the baseball field. Her boyfriend of three years, Aaron
Goldman, was walking toward the plate, swinging his bat around and
looking into the crowd. Karmen stood and cheered, and Aaron smiled
and winked at her.

She was sitting in the
same spot she always was—two rows from the back just behind
home plate. She told everyone she sat here because this was where she
had the best view of Aaron as catcher. Everyone always laughed,
including Karmen, but the truth was that most of the time, she was
much more interested in watching the pitcher.

She glanced toward the
dugout. Noah had slipped his red jacket over his right arm and
shoulder to keep it warm. Her heart skipped a beat. He looked so good
in his baseball cap and tight pants. He stood near the railing,
looking out and cheering for Aaron as he took his place near the
plate.

Karmen stared at him a
little longer than she should have, hoping to catch his eye. He never
looked her way, though, which made absolutely no sense. What was
wrong with him anyway? Did he seriously not even notice that she’d
been trying to get his attention for the past six months?

Or was he just trying
not to hurt his best friend by stealing his girl?

And if that was the
case, how could she convince him otherwise?

She liked Aaron well
enough. He was cute and smart and popular. His parents were crazy
rich and he always bought her anything she wanted, but that didn’t
really impress Karmen. Her parents would buy her anything, too. So
what? Money was just money.

But Noah. He was
different. Reserved. He had a quietness about him that made him seem
like he was always thinking about important things. Like he was deep
and really smart. Karmen didn’t even know why she liked that
about him. She was usually more of the party type, which meant Aaron
was perfect for her. So why was she feeling so drawn to Noah these
days?

The crack of the bat
pulled her attention back to the field. Aaron threw his bat to the
ground and ran toward first base, digging in hard. Karmen jumped up
and Kate grabbed her hand. They screamed his name and cheered him on
as he passed first and slid into second base just before the ball.

“Are you excited
about tonight?” Kate asked when they sat back down. Another
batter headed toward the plate.

Karmen stuck her hand
deep in Kate’s popcorn and pulled out a handful. “Of
course,” she said. “Isn’t everyone?”

She smiled and Kate
rolled her eyes. “Your parties do tend to be epic, I’ll
give you that. How long did you say your parents are gone for?”

“The whole
weekend. The leave around six tonight and aren’t coming back
until late Monday afternoon.”

“You’re so
lucky,” Melody said. She was sitting on the other side of Kate.
For the past five years or so, the three of them had been
inseparable. “I wish my parents would trust me at home alone
for more than an hour at a time, but they treat me like I’m
still eight years old or something.”

“I know, my dad’s
almost never home, but Mom? She never leaves. That woman is seriously
tied to the television twenty-four-seven,” Kate said. She
offered her soda to Karmen and she took a long sip from the red and
white straw.

“Well, my parents
are almost never home,” Karmen said. Ever since her two
brothers had graduated and moved out of the house, her parents had
been taking a lot more business trips and vacations, leaving her
alone. It was the best thing that ever happened to her. “Lots
of parties at my place this year.”

“I can’t
wait,” Melody said. “I already told Mom I was staying at
your place tonight.”

“Me too,”
Kate said.

Karmen raised an
eyebrow and grabbed another handful of popcorn. “You two can
share the guest room,” she said. “My room will be fully
occupied tonight, if you know what I mean.”

Her friends giggled and
shoved her. Karmen played along, but the truth was that deep inside,
her stomach was tied in knots. She’d promised Aaron he could
stay over tonight, but only because he wouldn’t stop asking her
about it. She knew what he wanted, but she wasn’t totally sure
she was ready to give it up. Yes, she was sixteen as of two weeks
ago, and most of her friends had already lost their virginity, but
still.

Karmen looked toward
the dugout again, her eyes seeking Noah’s.

Maybe Aaron just wasn’t
the one.




The Witch


The witch drifted in
and out of consciousness, trapped inside a web of dreams.

Sometimes, she dreamed
of Tobias. Of following him through the forest endlessly, tripping
over stumps and roots, but never catching up to him. Sometimes, she
dreamed of her life when she was a little girl in the Council’s
orphanage. She was playing in the courtyard, catching fairies with
her bare hands.

Other times, she
dreamed of a girl with purple eyes.

In between the dreams,
she saw only glimpses of the world she was now lost inside. A dark
night with shadows all around and a single bright globe of a moon
shining above. Or once, a flash of green grass and the blazing heat
of a distant sun.

She was hovering on the
edge of consciousness now, the crushing heat and the hunger in her
belly begging her to awaken and seek food and shelter. Water. But
something deep inside the earth drew her down, back into the depths
below.

She fought against it,
but the pull was too strong. It crashed over her like a wave, rolling
and rolling, until finally, it dragged her under.

Her awareness seemed to
fall and fall, deeper and deeper into the ground until suddenly, it
all stopped. The pain, the noise. The heat of the day was replaced
with a refreshing coolness.

She lifted her head and
opened her eyes, slow at first, then wide.

What was this place?
Was she dreaming or awake? She couldn’t be sure anymore, but
the goose bumps that rose across her flesh told her this was real.

She pulled her cloak
tighter, shivering as the air grew colder. She was on her knees in a
small chamber. The walls here were frozen, blue ice coating the stone
in a thick, solid layer.

The witch’s eyes
were drawn to a block of ice in the center of the room. The sight of
it sent chills down her spine. Her breath came fast and heavy,
turning white like smoke as it crossed her lips.

“Come to me.”

The voice was inside
her head and her eyes widened. Even though it filled her with fear,
she couldn’t turn away from the block of ice. She had to obey
the voice in her head.

The witch stood, her
legs weak and wobbly.

Each step pained her.
How long had she been lying in that field? Days, maybe. Her stomach
groaned and her head throbbed. Her bones creaked and the muscles in
her legs protested. She wanted to lie down and sleep, but the voice
drew her forward. At first, her body shivered terribly, but as she
approached the stone, she began to warm. Slowly, raw heat trickled
into her blood stream, each drop giving her renewed strength. Her
heart raced. Her lips parted. Her cheeks flushed.

What was this place?

She straightened,
moving faster. 


A form appeared inside
the ice and the young witch gasped and clutched her chest.

A woman. Her body thin
and frail and her lips blue with cold. The woman’s eyes were
closed. Thick ice crystals formed on her lashes as if she’d
been asleep for centuries. The young witch stepped closer, her eyes
locked on the woman’s pale face. She looked so peaceful
sleeping there. How had someone so beautiful and warm ended up in
this cold, hard place?

A rush of sadness
flooded her heart. She ached for this frozen woman. She loved her
without knowing the first thing about her. Tears welled up in her
eyes and fell across her cheek, freezing in an instant and falling to
the icy ground where they shattered. The witch lifted her trembling
hand to the ice near the woman’s face, wanting to caress her.
To find out why she’d been hidden away in this frozen dungeon.
But instead of the cool slick feel of ice, her hand began to burn as
if she’d placed it directly in a blazing fire. She tried to
pull back, but she couldn’t move. Some invisible force held her
there.

Panic flashed through
her. She thrashed and crouched, throwing all her weight against it as
she screamed in pain.

Then, the ice woman’s
eyes opened with a pop.

Red as the purest ruby,
but filled with a fiery purpose.

The young witch stopped
moving, paralyzed by those red eyes. Her heartbeat throbbed against
her ribs and her throat closed in fear.

“Who are you?”
she asked, her voice a frozen whisper.

The woman’s lips
did not move, but her words were strong inside the witch’s
head.

“I have many
names,” the frozen woman
said. “I am the Dark One. The First. The Necromancer.
The Twin. I am the one true fear of our people. And the one true
hope.”

The witch’s palm
burned and she nearly fainted from the pain. Her eyes closed and she
fell to her knees, her hand finally breaking free of the ice. The
skin on her palm was blistered and raw, damaged beyond repair. She
curled her legs toward herself and rocked back and forth, cradling
her injured hand like a baby in her arms. Tears streamed down her
face in a frozen waterfall.

She fought against the
agony, struggling to stay conscious. Every muscle in her body tensed
and she clutched her head between her forearms.

“Why are you
doing this to me?” she cried.

There was no answer at
first, but when she lifted her eyes to the woman’s face, she
saw that the figure in the ice was staring back at her. Studying her.
Her blue lips turned up into a small smile.

“I had to
prove to you this was real and not a dream,” she said. “You
have no idea how long I have been waiting for you. You are special,
my young one.”

The witch sobbed and
shook her head. “No, you’re wrong,” she said. She
swiped at the frozen tears on her cheek. She couldn’t think
straight against the pain. All she could do was hear the memories of
past voices, telling her she would never be special. “I am no
one.”

“You are
everything to me,” the frozen woman said.

The voice was soft in
her mind. Sweet and delicate like a mother’s final whisper
before sleeping. Only, the young witch was being lifted out of sleep
now. She became aware of the warm ground beneath her body and the
heat of the sun against her cheek. She fought against the waking,
wanting to stay with the Dark One where she was special and wanted.
But there was work to do.

And someone was shaking
her.

Her eyes popped open to
find a man staring back at her. He was young and strong. Handsome. He
smiled.

“Hey,” he
said in a gentle tone. His hand was warm against her arm. He glanced
back at an older woman standing there in the field. “Momma,
she’s awake.”

The witch attempted to
sit up, but her head spun in circles. Hunger tore at her stomach. She
fell back toward the ground, but the handsome man caught her in his
arms. She collapsed against him. “Thank you,” she
whispered. Her voice was gritty against her throat.

“You’re
welcome,” he said. He stared into her eyes like he’d
never seen a woman before. Like he was entranced with her. “I’m
gonna carry you, if that’s alright.”

She nodded.

He lifted her and she
wrapped her arms around his neck, holding tight to him. Her right
hand ached with pain. Something from a dream, she thought, but she
was too weak to remember.

As they walked, she
closed her eyes and listened to the steady thrum of the man’s
heartbeat.

He and his mother
talked quietly as they made their way back to their farmhouse. They
had found her on their land. A farm far from the nearest city. They
had no idea how long she’d been there and were debating whether
to drive her to the distant hospital or give her time to recover in
their home. The hospital would be expensive, though, and they didn’t
have much extra.

The older woman
commented on her dress and cloak, wondering why a young girl would be
wandering around out here in such strange clothes.

The young witch had no
answers for them. Only silence.

By the time they
reached the farm house, the man’s mother was coughing and the
young witch was drifting off to sleep, dreaming again of the girl
with purple eyes.




Parrish


Parrish stared at the
woman by the buffet table. Her eyes were ringed with dark,
bruise-like circles. Her lips were dry and cracked. The woman looked
like death warmed over.

And she was coughing
all over the shrimp cocktail. 


Parrish dropped her
shrimp onto her full plate, then dumped it into the trash can and
scanned the crowd. Standing near the back door, Madelyn Sorrows
looked straight at her.

Crap. Eye contact.
Parrish ducked behind a man in a blue suit, but she knew it was too
late. 


“Where in the
world have you been?” Her mother’s voice had that
talking-through-gritted-teeth sound to it. 


Parrish shrugged.
“Talking to some friends,” she said. A bold lie. Parrish
never had friends over and almost everyone at this party was
middle-aged.

“You know how
important tonight is,” her mother said, already looking away,
barely paying attention to her. As usual. “Don’t
embarrass me, please.”

Parrish held her
breath. And her tongue.

Why did her mother even
want her out here? She would have been much more comfortable hiding
in her room listening to music and playing video games than out here.
Her mom had insisted she put on this stupid dress and uncomfortable
heels and come out here to keep up appearances of a happy family. But
now that she was out here, she was an embarrassment?

She couldn’t win
with this woman.

Anger trickled through
her and she felt that tug. That familiar, rebellious pull that made
her want to kick off her shoes and run screaming into the pool in
front of everyone. What would her mother have to say then?

But her mother had
already turned her attention to a man Parrish recognized from Zoe’s
music lessons.

Parrish stepped away
before the awkward introductions began. She was going to scream if
she had to hear one more person say, ‘Wow, I never realized Zoe
had a sister’ or ‘What instrument do you play, Parrish?’


Having to explain just
how little musical talent she possessed was never the highlight of
her day. Being the firstborn child to a famous opera singer and a
professional cellist, she was supposed to have been a musical genius.
It was part of her birthright. Or so everyone thought. By the time
she was six her parents had ushered her to every kind of music lesson
imaginable. Piano, violin, voice, even trumpet. The result was always
the same.

Parrish was no prodigy.

So they tried again.

And Zoe? Zoe was a
different story.

The cling of silver
against glass sounded over the crowd and everyone gradually turned
their attention toward the back deck. Parrish moved to the back of
the group and leaned against the wooden fence, watching.

Her father stood on the
deck with a glass of champagne in his hand and a wide, proud smile on
his face.

“My wife and I
would like to thank you all so much for coming tonight,” he
said. “As most of you know, we are here to celebrate our
daughter’s amazing talent.” Several people cheered and
her father slipped his arm around her mom with a smile. “Tomorrow
morning, Zoe and I will be flying out to New York City where she will
play a series of concerts with the New York Philharmonic. Then, in
two weeks, we’ll be heading to Paris for the start of her first
European tour!”

Parrish crossed her
arms as the crowd broke out in excited applause.

Zoe stood beside their
parents, a well-trained smile on her angelic face. Parrish swallowed
back the bitter taste of jealousy and shifted her weight from one
foot to the other. It wasn’t Zoe’s fault she was born to
play the violin.

“This is a very
important event for our family, and we are just so touched that you
have all come out to see Zoe off,” her mother said.

“As a special
treat,” her father continued, “Zoe has prepared a special
piece just for this occasion.” More gasps and cheers of
delight.

Parrish bit the inside
of her bottom lip.

“If you would all
make your way to the formal living room, you’ll see that an
intimate concert hall has been set up for you,” her mother said
with a laugh. She grabbed Zoe’s hand and patted it. “The
concert will begin in just a few minutes.”

Everyone rushed toward
the French doors, eager for the best seats. Parrish grabbed a
discarded flute of champagne and disappeared into the shadows around
the side of the house. She slipped out of her shoes and stepped into
the cool, damp grass. It squished under her feet, climbing up between
her sore toes as she made her way through the gate and onto the front
lawn.

She downed the
champagne and tossed the plastic flute on the ground.

Earlier, as they were
setting things up, Parrish had cracked open the windows in the formal
living room. Now, she found a soft spot in the grass just below the
open window and lay down, happy to be alone and away from the judgey
eyes of her parents and their friends.

Her long dark hair
fanned out behind her. She spread her arms out to either side, as
though she were trying to make a snow angel in the green summer
grass. It felt good to stretch out. To be herself without worrying
what anyone thought of her.

Parrish closed her eyes
and breathed deep, waiting for the rich sounds of Zoe’s violin
to flow through the window and fill her up. Instead of music, she
heard footsteps rustling through the grass.

“Parrish?”

She sat up so fast it
made her vision blur. Her heart lifted into her throat and she tried
to swallow it down. She blinked, a tall frame towering over her.
“Noah?”

He stepped forward into
the light streaming from the porch, and Parrish’s breath
hitched in her chest. His hair was freshly washed and damp blond
curls fell across his forehead.

“Hey,” he
said. He hooked his thumb toward Karmen’s house next door. “I
was about to head over to Karmen’s party, but I thought I saw
you here in the grass. What are you doing out here in the dark?”

Parrish glanced over at
the neighbor’s house. Of course, he was going to Karmen’s.
Parrish hadn’t even had any idea Karmen was having a party
tonight, and she certainly hadn’t been invited.

Not that she wanted to
go anyway.

Just then, the first
clear sounds of her sister’s violin streamed through the open
windows. Parrish looked up at him and he smiled. She motioned toward
the window, then raised a single finger to her lips.

There was something
truly magical about the way Zoe played. How someone so small could do
something so impossibly complex and beautiful was a complete mystery.
It had to be a God-given talent. Zoe had been playing since she was
just five years old and she’d taken to the violin like a fish
to water. As if the instrument was just an extension of her self.

Parrish had never taken
to anything like that.

She expected Noah to
head off toward the party, but instead, he sat down in the grass
beside her. Close.

Her heart beat faster.

She stretched her legs
out onto the grass and crossed one over the top of the other. She
propped her hands against the grass to keep them from trembling.

What was he still doing
here? Did he need something from her? Or was he just wanting to hear
Zoe play?

“Who is she
playing for?” he asked in a whisper. His eyes swept over the
line of cars down her driveway and along the street.

She nodded and picked
at the skirt on her pink dress. She never wore pink. She was more a
black kind of girl. Weird how a color could make someone feel so
vulnerable.

“My parents
invited all their music friends. It’s sort of a going away
thing for Zoe,” she whispered back. “She leaves on her
world tour tomorrow afternoon.”

“Oh yeah, I
forgot about that,” he said. “I bet you’re really
going to miss her.”

Parrish rolled her
eyes, then caught herself. She covered her mouth with her hand and
immediately wished she could take it away.

Noah narrowed his eyes
at her. “You’re not going to miss her?”

Parrish ran her hand
through her hair, then twirled a strand around her fingertip. “It’s
not that,” she said. She sighed. She hated telling people how
she felt about her family. The older sister being jealous of the
younger prodigy was so boring. She didn’t want to be that
person. “It’s complicated.”

Noah nodded. “I
understand.”

She turned to look at
him, an eyebrow raised. “You do?”

He shrugged. “It’s
family. You’re supposed to love them and hate them at the same
time.”

A laugh escaped her
lips and she clamped her hand over her mouth again.

Noah smiled and looked
at her with those sky-blue eyes that seemed to see right down into
her soul. “You have a nice laugh.”

A shiver ran through
her body and she looked away. The warm fingers of a blush crawled up
her neck.

He didn’t look
away, sending butterflies fluttering through Parrish’s stomach.
She bit her lower lip. She didn’t like not being in control of
her emotions. She liked it better when people kept a safe distance.

She let herself fall
back onto the grass. Maybe if she pretended to be listening, he would
leave.

But he didn’t.

Instead, he lay down
beside her.

Together, they let the
music of Zoe’s violin wash over them. Parrish’s took a
deep breath in, held it as long as she could, then slowly let it out,
feeling her heartbeat finally calm as she sank deeper into the
ground. She spread her fingers out across the spiked blades, willing
herself to concentrate on the feel of the earth beneath her body
instead of the boy beside her.

His head turned toward
her, the scent of his soap fresh in the air. She didn’t dare
turn toward him. She wanted to run away. To never feel like this
again.

But at the same time,
she wanted to be someone else. She wanted to be the kind of girl who
knew how to handle this.

Noah’s hand
brushed against hers and she sucked in a shallow breath. She froze,
an unfamiliar warmth deep in her stomach. She was drawn to him. She
wanted to turn to him. She wanted to know what it would feel like if
he kissed her.

“Parrish,”
he whispered.

Her pulse racing out of
control, she swallowed and turned her head toward him. Just as their
eyes met, a loud groan sounded from the street.

Noah jerked up and
Parrish scuttled backwards, fear rising up in her chest. The sound
scared the crap out of her. It was unnatural. Pained.

Her eyes quickly
scanned the dark pockets of shadow in between the street lamps. From
between two houses on the right, a man emerged, limping toward them.
He groaned again and clutched his stomach.

Noah stood and stepped
in front of her, arms out as if trying to protect her. “Who is
that?” he asked. “Do you recognize him?”’

Scrambling to her feet,
Parrish peered around him and watched as the man moved closer. “No,”
she said. “I’ve never seen him before.”

The injured man had
made it across the street, and just as he stepped on to Parrish’s
front lawn, he bent over and began to throw up.

Parrish winced and
turned away. She would have paid not to see that. Her stomach turned
and she shuddered, but then she looked back at him again anyway,
curiosity getting the better of her. “Should we go check on
him?” she asked, taking a step forward.

The man collapsed, then
his body began to convulse.

Parrish’s eyes
grew wide with fear. She took a step toward the man, but Noah reached
out and locked his hand around her wrist.

“Don’t,”
he said. His mouth was tense and his grip was firm. Serious. It
scared her. With his free hand, he pulled his cell phone from his
jeans. “I’m going to call an ambulance.”

She shook her head and
looked back toward the man. “Shouldn’t we try to help
him?”

Noah released her
wrist. “I don’t think you should go anywhere near him,”
he said. He glanced toward her house. “Go inside. Stay away
from anyone who looks sick.”

The image of the woman
near the shrimp bowl flashed through Parrish’s mind. She
swallowed hard. “What’s going on?”

Noah shook his head.
“I’m not sure, but—” His words broke off and
he put his mouth against his phone. “Yes, a man collapsed in
front of my house and I think he’s having some kind of
seizure.” He paused, then gave the address for Parrish’s
house.

Parrish backed away,
but didn’t go inside. What the hell was going on?

Noah’s dad was
some kind of doctor, right? Was something going around? She crossed
her arms in front of her chest and waited, but as soon as Noah hung
up the phone, he made another call.

“Dad?”

That was all she heard
before Noah sprinted toward the sick man. His body had stopped
convulsing, but she couldn’t tell if he was still breathing or
not. Fear pulsed through her like fire and she tapped her toes
impatiently on the grass.

Soon, the wail of
sirens sounded in the distance.

As the ambulance pulled
up, Zoe’s music stopped and the guests from the party poured on
to the front porch.

“What’s
going on?” her father asked, coming up by her side.

“I don’t
know,” she said. “This man, he just appeared out of
nowhere. He’s really sick.”

Her father took off in
a sprint toward the man’s body, but Noah lifted his hand to her
dad’s chest and said something Parrish couldn’t make out.
Her father turned to look back at his guests, his face gone white as
a sheet. He nodded at whatever Noah was saying, then jogged back
toward the porch and started telling everyone to stay back.

Parrish moved toward
the shadows again, watching as the paramedics placed the man on a
white-sheeted gurney and lifted him into the ambulance. They were
wearing masks and for some reason, the sight of it mixed with the
fear in Noah’s eyes kept her up for the rest of the night,
unable to sleep.




Noah


Noah stood in the
kitchen and stared at the door to the basement.

He cracked open a can
of soda and downed half of it without taking his eye off the door.
What had his dad been doing down there this whole time?

He’d been in that
stupid basement for twelve hours straight without a break. Noah
hadn’t even seen him come up to grab food or a shower or
anything. Last night when Noah called to tell him about the man on
the street, his dad had rushed home like a maniac. He’d pulled
one of the paramedics aside and convinced him to let him take some
samples from the sick man.

Noah had never seen his
dad do something like that. It was weird. Paranoid.

His dad had put on a
mask, then spent about five minutes in the ambulance with the sick
man before finally coming out with a bag full of who-knows-what. He’d
barely said two words to Noah. He’d just pointed toward the
house and told him to stay put. That’s when he disappeared into
the basement.

Noah hadn’t seen
him since.

He downed the rest of
his drink, then set it down on the counter.

He took two steps
toward the basement door, then stopped. He ran a hand through his
hair. Crap. He wasn’t allowed down there. How many times had
his dad lectured him about it? 


Any time he was working
down there meant he needed peace and quiet and a sterile environment.
Noah knew that. 


But he hated not
knowing what was going on. Was this virus really that dangerous?

His dad always got
over-excited about new strains and potentially deadly viruses, but
there was also some level of caution, too. He was trained to stay
calm even in the face of the worst kinds of disasters. The last thing
the CDC needed was for one of their own doctors to start freaking out
and telling everyone the world was ending.

Speeding up to an
ambulance and demanding tissue samples or whatever was definitely not
in the CDC handbook of things that were okay to do.

So why would he do it?

Noah had been up half
the night thinking about it. He’d been sitting here in the
kitchen for hours just waiting for his dad to come out. It was
driving him insane.

He needed a break from
staring at that damn door wondering what on earth had his dad so
spooked. He opened the kitchen trashcan and looked inside. Half-full.
Good enough.

He lifted the bag and
tied it off, then opened the garage door and stepped outside.

The afternoon sun was
bright and warm. He stood there for a moment and let the heat sink
into his skin. Maybe he’d take the car and drive out to the
lake later when it cooled off some. He could use a good run. This
whole thing had him freaked out.

He walked to the other
side of the driveway, opened the lid to the large trash can and
stuffed the bag inside, then wheeled the whole thing out to the curb.
The trash didn’t come until tomorrow, but it wouldn’t
hurt to get it out too early.

He couldn’t help
but glance across the street. The spot where the man had collapsed
looked the same as it did every other day, but the whole place felt
different. Scary. It was one thing when his dad said there was a new
virus he was researching. It was something else entirely when Noah
saw that virus in full effect right here in his own front yard.

He had to assume that
was what this was all about. Why else would his dad have gone so
crazy?

In the driveway across
the street, six suitcases of different sizes were piled up behind the
Sorrows’ SUV. Probably Zoe and her dad getting ready to fly out
for her music tour. The kid really was talented, but he’d
enjoyed talking to Parrish more than listening to her sister play the
violin.

And she’d
actually talked to him some last night. He’d come so close to
asking her out. And he would have if it wasn’t for the sick
guy.

Noah kept one eye on
the Sorrows house as he moved the rest of the trash cans to the curb.
He wanted to see her. He’d just run off last night without even
saying goodnight. She was probably just as freaked out as he was.

There was something so
strangely intoxicating about her. She was so different from any girl
he’d ever known. All the girls at school were the same. They
talked about the same things. Wore the same kinds of clothes. And
they always agreed with him. Half the time he didn’t even think
they were really listening to him.

But Parrish wasn’t
like that.

The door inside their
garage opened and his heart jumped. He squinted against the sun,
trying to act casual as he rearranged the cans.

It was just Mr.
Sorrows, Parrish’s dad. He set two more heavy bags down beside
the others, then stared at them, counting on his fingers.

Noah turned away and
headed back down his driveway. He spotted his basketball in the grass
next to the pavement and scooped it up. He tossed it toward the hoop
over the garage and it swished right through. The ball bounced once
before he grabbed it up again and dribbled it against the white
cement of the driveway.

Across the street, Mrs.
Sorrows joined her husband. He couldn’t hear exactly what they
were saying, but it was obvious they were arguing over something. As
usual. Man, those people were always fighting. He could hear them
from here. Something about Zoe’s violin. It was always
something about Zoe. They seemed so proud of her, but at the same
time, her success really seemed to stress them out all the time.

He tossed the ball
through the hoop a couple more times, never missing. He concentrated
on the sound of the ball pounding against the pavement. He dribbled
twice moving further from the goal before taking his shot. Even from
here, though, the ball passed easily through the hoop on the first
try.

The garage door across
the street slammed so loud Noah couldn’t help but look over.
Mrs. Sorrows was gone. Her husband had a sour look plastered on his
face. He kicked at the one of the suitcases and went to punch the
side of the car, but stopped just short, his fist still balled up
tight.

Mr. Sorrows shook his
head and walked around the side of the house. He threw a quick glance
back toward the garage, then stepped into the shadows under a large
tree. He leaned over and grabbed something from between the bushes on
the side of the house.

Noah squinted to see
what the guy was doing. A couple sparks, then a flame. Then smoke.
Mr. Sorrows stepped back into the light for just a second and Noah
saw the cigarette in his hand and laughed. He couldn’t blame
him.

He jogged out a few
extra steps, then bounced and turned, lobbing the ball toward the
hoop with one hand. Twenty consecutive shots and not a single miss.
Way better than normal. He was really on a roll here. Too bad no one
was here to see it.

He glanced back toward
the house across the street. Something in an upstairs window glinted
in the sunlight and he looked up. Parrish stood in the window,
staring down at him. Their eyes met across the distance and his
already racing heart jumped.

He lifted a hand in a
half-wave and smiled, but she didn’t react at all. No wave. No
smile. She just turned away, letting the white curtain fall back
across the window.

He stood there for a
beat longer than he should have, just staring up at the space she
used to occupy.

What was it with that
girl? He thought maybe after their talk last night, she’d open
up to him a little more. He thought maybe he’d finally pierced
through that hard outer shell she liked to keep around herself. What
was it going to take to get closer to her?

Noah shook his head and
tossed the basketball at the hoop one last time.

The ball rolled around
the edge of the hoop, then fell in.




Crash


Hurry up, people.

Crash tapped his toes
inside his boot and shifted the stacks of water bottles a little in
the shopping cart so they wouldn’t fall. He leaned over and
counted the people in front of him again.

Twelve, and he’d
already been standing here a good ten minutes. What the hell was
taking so long? Did they seriously only have two lanes open on a
Saturday? He hadn’t seen lines this long at the grocery store
since that snow storm hit a year and a half ago.

He glanced behind him
and counted another fifteen people standing in line. The man next to
him coughed into his palm, then wiped it on his jeans.

Seriously, dude?

Crash took a step back,
disgusted. He didn’t want to catch whatever that guy had. His
eyes were ringed with dark circles and his skin looked almost grey.

Someone behind him
started coughing. Then another person. He turned around and looked,
tension building around his eyes. At least three other people in the
line behind him were coughing and blowing their noses. Several people
had similar dark rings around their eyes.

What the hell?

He glanced down at the
shopping baskets these people were carrying. Almost everyone in line
was waiting to buy the same types of items. Tissues, cold medicine,
comfort food like chicken and noodle soup, cough drops.

Everyone.

He swallowed and
gripped the stack of water bottles tighter.

Had it just gotten
hotter in there? Crash wiped a bead of sweat from the back of his
neck.

It was May, right? Flu
season should have been well over by now. Seasonal allergies maybe?

Allergies that brought
them all in to this one grocery store at exactly the same time?

No, definitely not
possible.

Something was going
around. He didn’t know how he’d missed it. Okay, well
maybe he’d been playing that new first person shooter for the
past two weeks straight and hadn’t even bothered to leave his
apartment once. But something this bad? He should have known about
it. He should have seen something come across the boards.

What if this was the
big one he’d been waiting for? Dreaming about?

He studied the people
in line again. Almost every one of them was showing signs of some
kind of major illness. One lady even looked like she was one step
away from just passing out right here in the grocery store. She could
barely hold her head up straight.

If this thing was
airborne, he was already screwed. He was standing in a cluster of
sick people. He stared at the cart full of water bottles. He really
needed these to complete his water stash and the coupons he had
expired tomorrow. If he didn’t get these today, he’d
totally miss out on the deal and might not be able to afford to pick
them up for another few weeks.

But if he didn’t
get out of here soon, he was going to hyperventilate. He could smell
the sickness in the air.

Just ahead, some guy
with a name tag walked by.

“Hey, buddy, any
chance we could get another lane open?” he called out.

Several people behind
him mumbled in agreement. The manager looked over at him, but shook
his head.

“I’m doing
everything I can,” he said. “We had five employees call
out sick today. First time in history. I’ve got someone calling
to try to get a few extra hands in here. I promise we’re going
to get you through as fast as we can.”

Crash leaned over and
counted again. Ten people still in front of him. At this rate, he’d
be here another hour before he got checked out. By then, if he hadn’t
already caught whatever it was these people all had, it would be a
damn miracle.

He shook his head. So
not worth it.

He pulled the cart out
of the long line and abandoned it next to some giant display of
peanut butter candies. He pulled the collar of his t-shirt up over
his mouth and walked past the rest of the people standing in line
and, finally, out into the fresh air.




The Witch


Someone was coughing in
the next room.

The witch opened her
eyes slowly, the lids sticking together as if she hadn’t opened
them in weeks. Her bones ached, every muscle tight and tired.

A heavy blanket covered
her body and sweat trickled across her temple. She grabbed the edge
of the blanket and moved it to the side. The fabric seemed to weigh a
thousand pounds and the muscles in her arms screamed at the simple
motion.

She sat up, but the
room began to spin and she had to close her eyes to keep from falling
backward. She moaned and ran her fingertips across her forehead.

Footsteps sounded on
the floorboards outside her room, followed by a knock at the door.

Startled, she looked
up, taking in her surroundings for the first time. She shook her
head, not remembering at first. Nothing here looked familiar and she
wondered if she was still caught inside a dream.

“Are you awake?
Mind if I come in?” A man’s voice followed by another
soft knock.

The witch went to
answer, but her voice was a mere whisper. Her throat was dry as a
desert.

The door opened slowly
and a pair of blue eyes peered inside. When he saw that she was
awake, the man’s face broke out in a smile. “Hi,”
he said. He motioned toward the table by her bedside. “Do you
mind?”

She shook her head,
still trying to swallow and find her voice.

The man carried a small
tray inside and set it down on the table. He poured a cup of steaming
brown liquid and handed it to her.

She lifted her hands
and wrapped them around the warm cup.

He nodded to her, then
glanced at the drink.

Slowly, she brought it
to her cracked lips and took a sip. The taste was bitter, but felt
delicious against her sore throat. She took another sip and her
stomach rumbled.

The man reached for the
wooden chair near the door and pulled it over toward the bed. He
turned it backwards and sat down facing her. His eyes never left her
face. “How are you feeling? I can’t tell you how relieved
I am to see you awake,” he said. “I was going to give it
one more day before I drove you into the city. I would have taken you
sooner, but Momma’s really sick herself and said she didn’t
want to be moved. I didn’t feel right leaving her here alone,
but I was scared you weren’t gonna make it.”

The witch narrowed her
eyes at him and placed her hands in her lap, still holding on to the
delicate cup even though it was empty. “Where am I?”

The man tilted his head
a bit. “Don’t you remember? My momma and I found you
outside on the ground a few days ago,” he said. “You were
passed out for Lord knows how long. Momma said maybe days. No idea
how you survived it, really.”

She shook her head.
“No, I mean where am I?” she asked. “What’s
this world called?”

The man’s
nostrils flared a bit and he laughed. “This world?” He
sat up straighter. “What do you mean? Like what county?”

The witch looked down
at the cup in her hands. She wasn’t thinking straight. She
needed time to gather her thoughts and figure this out. She
definitely wasn’t still in her homeland. No, wherever Tobias
had gone, it was definitely another dimension.

She’d never seen
another world before, but she’d read about them many times in
the Council’s history books. Before the War of Fire and Ice,
witches and wizards used to travel freely between dimensions. It was
only after the Dark One was banished that the guardians made it a
crime to use portal magic. They never told anyone where they’d
sent the Dark One, and they’d hoped no one would ever be able
to find her.

But Tobias had led her
straight here.

“What’s
your name, anyway?” the man asked.

She lifted her eyes to
his. “I have no name,” she said.

He laughed again.
“Everyone’s got a name.”

She lifted the delicate
cup and put it back on the man’s tray. “Thank you for the
drink. It was very kind of you to take me in.”

He shrugged. “It’s
no problem,” he said. “Up here in the mountains, we don’t
get many visitors and it’s a long way to the nearest hospital.
I would have called a doctor, but me and Momma, we don’t have a
lot of money right now. The crops haven’t been that great this
year. Not enough rain.”

She nodded, trying to
understand what he was telling her.

“Are you feeling
better?” he asked.

“Much.” She
managed a smile and looked into his eyes again. They were kind eyes.

He smiled back. “You’re
so pretty,” he whispered.

She touched her knotted
hair and shook her head.

He swallowed nervously.
“You’re the most beautiful girl I ever saw.”

The young witch
blushed. No one had ever called her beautiful in her whole life. No
one had ever looked at her like that. Like he thought she was
something special and unique.

In the next room, the
man’s mother started coughing again. She called out to him,
calling him Marcus. Disappointment flashed in his eyes as he stood
and moved the chair back to its place against the wall. “I’ve
got to go see about Momma,” he said. His eyebrows pinched
together. “She’s not feeling so well these past couple
days. Might end up having to call that doctor after all.”

The man nodded to the
tray beside her bed.

“There’s
more tea in that pitcher if you want some,” he said. “And
there’s plenty of food in the kitchen if you feel up to coming
down in a little while. I’ll fix us some supper here in a bit.”

“Thank you,”
she said. 


He turned and started
out the door, then looked back at her. “I’m really glad
you’re feeling better,” he said. He reached into the
pocket of his jeans and pulled something out. He stepped toward her,
his fist outstretched. “I almost forgot.”

She lifted her hand to
his and he dropped a small purple stone into her palm.

The witch gasped and
pulled the stone closer. The Fatalis stone. She thought it had been
lost with Tobias. She picked it up carefully and studied it, turning
it around and around in her hand. It was faceted with five sides.
Each side had a unique mark engraved on it.

“Where did you
find it?” she asked.

“It was laying on
the ground in a pile of dirt where we found you,” he said. “I
figured it must be yours.”

She nodded. “Thank
you.”

The older woman coughed
again and the man glanced nervously toward the hallway. “I
better get going,” he said. “I hope I see you for supper
later.”

He shut the door behind
him as he left.

The witch clutched the
purple stone close to her heart. She had no idea how to use it, but
seeing it made her heart soar. Tobias had used this stone to somehow
create the portal that brougt them here. If she could figure out how
to use it, maybe she wouldn’t be trapped here in this world
after all.

Maybe there was still a
way home.




Parrish


The door to her room
opened with a creak and Parrish pulled her headphones from her ears.

“I told you not
to come in without knocking,” she said, jumping up from the
bed. If her mom came bursting into her room without asking one more
time, she was going to seriously lose it.

“It’s just
me,” a soft voice said.

Parrish relaxed and
moved back toward her bed. Some of her schoolwork was spread across
the comforter. She brushed it to the side in one big pile and sat
down.

Zoe walked in and shut
the door behind her. Her hand looked so small on the doorknob and
Parrish smiled. She was like a little porcelain doll, but when she
picked up her bow and violin, she was transformed. She could play
something soft and heartbreaking like Barber’s Violin Concerto,
but she could also bring out the strength of a composer like Bartok.
That little girl had more talent in her pinky finger than Parrish had
in her whole body.

She was really going to
miss her.

“Are you guys
about ready to go?”

Zoe shrugged and hung
her head. Her long hair fell across her shoulder, partially covering
her face. “Dad said we should leave in a few minutes just in
case there’s any traffic.”

Parrish nodded. “Are
you nervous?”

Zoe crossed the room
and sat next to Parrish on the bed. She had to raise up on her
tiptoes just to reach high enough. “A little,” she said.
“I think Mom and Dad are more nervous about it than I am. They
keep asking me if I have everything memorized and if I want to run
through the Tchaikovsky one more time.”

Zoe sighed, then slowly
placed her little hand in Parrish’s.

Parrish bit the inside
of her lower lip and blinked back hot tears. She squeezed her
sister’s hand and sniffed.

“I wish you could
come with me,” Zoe said, her voice trembling a little.

Parrish swiped at her
eyes with her index finger. This was stupid. She was not going to
cry. It would be nice to have the house mostly to herself for the
next few months. Her mom was staying home for the first two weeks,
then she was joining Zoe and their dad in London. Her mom’s
sister Stacey was flying out to stay with Parrish for the rest of the
length of Zoe’s tour. Three months with no parents.

Three months of not
hearing about Zoe’s talent and Zoe’s practicing and Zoe’s
dedication. Every. Single. Minute. It would be heaven.

So why did her eyes
sting?

Maybe she was just
still feeling emotional about what happened the night before with the
man. She wasn’t sure what had happened to him. Was he still
alive?

Seeing him collapse
like that really shook her up. For some reason, it made her want to
keep her sister close to her. To not let her go.

Zoe leaned against her,
putting her head on her arm. “Do you think they’ll let me
order room service at the hotels?”

Parrish laughed.
“Probably.” She sniffed again. “You gotta eat
something, right? It’s not like you’re going to have a
full service kitchen or anything. Well, except when you get to
Australia. You’re in an apartment there for a couple weeks,
right?”

Zoe shrugged. “I
can’t remember.”

“Well, hopefully
you’ll have a better memory when it comes to Tchaikovsky.”
She nudged Zoe with her elbow.

Her sister looked up,
her lips pressed tight and her eyes narrow, pretending to be mad.
Parrish stared right back at her, eyes locked. Their faces serious.

It was Zoe who laughed
first. Even her laughter was musical.

It filled the room and
tugged on Parrish’s heartstrings. “I’m going to
miss you, you know that right?” Parrish said.

“You will?”
Zoe’s big brown eyes were brimming with tears, something
Parrish didn’t see very often. In order to be a top performer
at the age of ten, you had to have nerves of steel and incredible
control over your emotions.

Something about those
tears broke Parrish’s heart.

“A little,”
she said, then winked as she swallowed back another rush of emotion.

Zoe giggled again, then
threw her arms around her. Parrish hugged her back, so tight she was
probably cutting off the poor girl’s circulation.

“I love you,”
Zoe said.

Their dad called out
from the bottom of the stairs and Zoe let go and hopped off the bed.

“I better get
going. Are you going to come downstairs to say goodbye to dad?”

“Sure,”
Parrish said. She stood and followed her sister into the hallway, but
then turned back to her room, remembering. “Wait.”

Zoe paused at the top
of the stairs as Parrish ran back into her room and pulled a small
box out from under the bed. She couldn’t believe she’d
almost forgotten.

Parrish walked toward
the staircase and handed her sister the tiny box. “For when you
get lonely,” she said.

Zoe pulled the blue
ribbon off the box and tied it into her ponytail. Parrish laughed. It
was a tradition with Zoe. She always tied gift ribbons in her hair or
stuck those stick Christmas bows to her forehead or her shirt.
Sometimes she liked the bows and ribbons on the giftwrap more than
the gift inside. Parrish had very carefully chosen this blue silk
ribbon months ago when they first learned about Zoe’s upcoming
tour.

Zoe pulled the top off
of the small box and gasped. With shaking fingers, she pulled the
silver necklace out of the box and let it dangle in the air between
them. Parrish smiled at the surprise and joy on her sister’s
face.

The necklace itself was
nothing special. Just a plain silver chain like any other. It was the
pendant that was special. A silver infinity sign with two birthstones
embedded in the loops. One for each of them. May’s emerald for
Parrish and an amethyst for Zoe’s in Februrary.

“So you’ll
know I love you for infinity,” Parrish said.

Zoe’s tears came
freely now, tumbling down her pale cheek. She rushed toward Parrish
and threw her arms around her. Parrish stumbled back slightly, then
hugged her back.

“Zoe, come on,”
their mom called up from the hallway. “You’re going to be
late.”

Parrish pulled away and
smiled down at her sister. The truth was she kind of wanted to hate
her for how talented and perfect she was, but she couldn’t. She
was probably the only person on the planet Parrish could truly say
she loved with all her heart.

“Get going,”
she said. “Have fun.”

“I will,”
Zoe said. She wiped her tears with the back of her hand, the necklace
clutched tight. “Love you.”

Zoe took off down the
stairs and Parrish followed. She gave her father a hug and stood with
her mother in the driveway as he and Zoe drove away, sadness heavy on
her heart.




Crash


The microwave dinged
and Crash rolled his chair across the cement floor, barely taking his
eyes off his monitors. He threw the pizza onto a paper plate, grabbed
a Sprite from the mini-fridge and rolled back to his desk.

Each of his six large
computer monitors showed something different, but everywhere he
looked, the news was the same. The chatter amongst other doomsday
preppers was that cases of this new super-flu had been reported from
coast-to-coast and everywhere in between.

The prepper forums and
underground news sites claimed absurd numbers of hospitalizations in
big cities like New York and Houston and Chicago, but the major news
networks and health organizations were denying it.

Even social sites like
Twitter and YouTube had started blowing up with hits for this virus.
Those who knew about it were scared as hell.

Crash opened a new
browser and entered a ten-digit password. A second password box
popped up, but instead of entering a new one, he clicked on the tiny
icon of a bomb hidden in the bottom left corner. He needed to talk to
his buddy Atomic. If anyone would know something that was more
off-the-grid, it would be him.

He entered a message on
the secret forum and waited for his friend to appear. It could be
minutes or it could be hours. He never really knew.

Crash leaned back,
putting his hands behind his head and stretching. He hadn’t
left his apartment in a couple days. Not since that grocery store
fiasco. But that wasn’t really all that different from normal.
He had enough food and water and other essentials stocked up to last
him and four others nearly six months if it came down to that.

He grabbed the TV
remote and flipped on the big-screen on the other side of the small
basement apartment. He scanned the headlines running across CNN’s
ticker, but there was no mention of a deadly virus or a super-flu
that had hospitals backlogged. Why were they keeping this shut down
so tight?

He ran a nervous hand
through his already-messy black hair. It was probably about time for
a haircut, but he didn’t care. He’d been out on his own
for two years already, which meant no mom to nag him about getting
his hair cut or tying his shoes or getting out in the sunshine every
once in a while. That last one had been his favorite. His mom had
always been nagging him about getting outside. She said it wasn’t
good for an Asian boy to be so pale.

Crash laughed at the
memory, but then shook it off. Now was not the time to get sad about
his mom’s death. He really needed to figure out what was really
going on out there. He opened his favorite forum again and started
reading through the latest thread about the virus.

Some people were
convinced this was a government conspiracy, like something out of
some low-budget movie about the end of the world. A deadly government
experiment-gone-wrong or some shit.

Others seemed to think
it was the next Black Death and that a third of the population was
already screwed. That’s why the news wasn’t reporting it.
The virus spread so fast that by the time anyone knew what was
happening, it was already too late to really prevent anyone else from
getting sick. If they came out now and told the truth about it, riots
might break out and people would be too scared to go to work. Society
would shut down faster than a church on judgment day.

So far, no one had
really come up with any real evidence. As usual, these forums were
all about speculation and wild-ass guesses.

He spun around in his
chair. His mind was spinning just as fast.

This was exactly the
kind of thing that had been haunting his dreams for the last two
years. When his mom died, the state sent him to live with a foster
family because there was no one else he could stay with. He was first
generation Japanese-American and almost all of his family was still
in Japan. So, even though he was already sixteen when his mom died
and even though he’d been basically taking care of himself
since he was five and his mom started working two jobs because his
piece-of-crap dad skipped out on them, the state made him go live
with a foster family.

That’s when the
dreams started.

It wasn’t like he
dreamed the exact same thing every night. They were more like
variations on a theme. The end of the world brought on by a deadly
virus.

But sometimes, they
felt like more than just dreams. They felt like warnings.

After a few weeks of
screaming his head off in the middle of the night, his foster family
had forced him to go see a therapist. A total quack who claimed his
dreams were nothing more than a manifestation of his fear of being
abandoned. It made sense, sure. His dad had abandoned him as a child
and now his mother had done the same thing. Even if it was cancer who
took his mom away, it still sort of felt like abandonment.

But Crash knew there
was more to it than that. The dreams were too real. Too terrifying.
Then there was the matter of the others. Four others who would
somehow find their way to him.

And now it was all
coming true.

Crash took one bite of
his food, then set it aside. He needed answers about what was really
going on out there.

He slid his chair back
up to his desk and started a new message.

The clock in the corner
of the screen read two-fifteen a.m.




Parrish


Parrish opened her eyes
to darkness. She sat up and listened. Silence filled the air around
her, but just as she started to relax, she heard it again.

A moan.

Her eyes popped open
wider and her throat closed in fear. She’d heard a similar
sound the other night. 


Craning her neck, she
looked toward the clock on her bedside table. 2:15 A.M. She propped
herself up on her elbows and listened, not even wanting to move. She
wanted it to be a dream.

And she had been
dreaming. Something that filled her with a strange sadness even now
that she was awake. Something about a man who seemed so familiar. And
a purple stone.

Another moan, this time
followed by a crash down the hall. Breaking glass. Parrish threw the
comforter from her legs and raced down the hall to her parents’
bedroom.

“Mom?” She
pushed open the door. Her eyes struggled to adjust to the darkness.

“Parrish.”
Her mother’s voice was a whisper. 


Parrish trembled
inside, a twinge of fear taking up residence in her ribcage. She felt
along the smooth, cool wall until she found the light switch, then
flicked it up.

Her eyes burned in the
sudden light. She squinted toward the bed, but it was empty. Her
mother’s pillow was drenched, as if someone had tossed a glass
of water on it.

The large comforter was
pulled off to the far side and the corner of it moved, pulled down
out of sight. Parrish crawled across the bed, her mouth dry.

Her mother lay on the
floor, her eyes wide and full of terror. Coughs shook her thin frame
as she struggled to sit up. A stream of red blood flowed from her
hand and arm. Confused, Parrish scrambled the rest of the way across
the bed and leaned over to help her up. Was she cut?

That’s when she
saw the broken vase. It must have gotten knocked over when she fell.
A pool of glass and water and tulips as red as her mother’s
blood all mingled on the floor under and around her mother’s
body.

There wasn’t a
lot of room between the bed and the wall, but Parrish managed to
squeeze through without stepping on her mom. She grabbed her hand and
tried to lift her back onto the bed. At first, her mom seemed to
help, pulling her weight against Parrish’s hand. But she only
made it an inch off the ground when her legs gave out and she tumbled
back into the broken glass on the floor.

Parrish looked around,
her stomach twisting.

She wasn’t strong
enough to pick her mom up and put her back in bed, but maybe if she
got lower, she could kind of push her up enough that she would be
able to pull herself up with her arms instead of her legs. When she
knelt, pinpricks of glass sunk into the flesh on Parrish’s
knees and the palms of her hands. 


“I was trying to
get to the bathroom, but my legs just wouldn’t work,” her
mother said in a frail whisper, struggling to sit up. “I don’t
think I can stand up.”

The confusion in her
mother’s tone terrified her.

“I’m going
to put my hands under you. When I do, I want you to try to grab the
sheets and pull yourself up onto the bed, okay?” Parrish asked.
She used all her strength to lift up as her mother clawed at the
bedsheets. Slowly, her mom managed to pull herself far enough that
Parrish could get her on to the top of the large King-sized bed.

Parrish pulled the
comforter from the foot of the bed and tossed it into the corner. She
grabbed a pillow and used it to sweep the pieces of broken glass
aside as best she could. A sharp piece sliced into her heel and she
sucked a breath through her teeth. She lifted her foot and picked the
shard from her flesh, setting it on the bedside table with a clink.
Blood trickled from the wound, mingling with the pool of blood
already on the floor and all over the sheets.

Violent coughs shook
her mother’s body and she doubled over on the bed, her
shoulders trembling.

Parrish moved beside
her and put her arms around her mom’s shoulders, patting her
gently until the coughing stopped.

“I don’t
know what to do,” she said. “Do you want me to call a
doctor or something?”

Her mom shook her head
and lay back against the wet pillow. “I’m sure I’ll
be fine,” she said. “I just feel weak.”

Sweat dripped from her
mother’s forehead. Parrish raised her hand to touch her
mother’s cheek, then drew in a shallow breath.

She was burning up.

Water from the flowers
soaked the pink gown she wore, but her hair and neck were drenched in
sweat.

Parrish bit her lip,
every muscle in her face tense. She needed to find a thermometer.
Fast.

“I’ll be
right back.”

Her mother didn’t
even acknowledge her. She just lay there against the bed, her entire
body trembling.

Parrish ran toward the
bathroom, every footstep stinging as her bloody heel hit the ground.
Yesterday, her mom would have killed her for getting blood on the
expensive rug that covered part of the hardwood floors in the
bedroom. Tonight, though, it was the least important thing in the
world.

In the bathroom,
Parrish rummaged through cabinets and drawers, searching for both a
thermometer and a first aid kit. She needed a bandage for her foot,
and she needed enough to cover the worst scrapes on her mom’s
arms and legs.

She found a full box of
bandages in a drawer at the bottom of the vanity. Parrish grabbed a
handful and stuck them between her teeth. She’d put it on after
she found the thermometer.

There had to be one in
there somewhere.

A strangled cry sounded
from the next room. Parrish gripped the drawers tighter, pulling them
out so fast some of the contents spilled onto the floor around her. A
purple digital thermometer clacked onto the floor and she breathed a
sigh of relief.

She ran it under the
faucet for a second, then wiped it off on her t-shirt and rushed back
into the bedroom where her mom was now curled up into a shivering
ball. She looked tiny on the big bed.

Parrish sat down next
to her mother and lifted her head just enough to prop a second pillow
underneath. She stuck the thermometer against her closed lips. “Put
this under your tongue.”

Her mom’s eyes
fluttered open, then closed as her head rolled back onto the pillow.

Parrish pressed the
button on the thermometer and placed it inside her mom’s mouth,
holding it there. With her free hand, she pulled the bandages from
her mouth and tossed them on the bed. She unwrapped one with the help
of her teeth, then stuck it over the small gash on the heel of her
foot. The wound pulsed like a ticking clock.

It felt like an hour
waiting for the stupid beep on that thermometer.

Parrish’s toes
tapped against the air and she pressed her lips tight. She couldn’t
remember the last time she’d been in her parents’ bed.
Years ago. Probably before Zoe was born. She used to crawl into bed
after waking up in the middle of the night, sandwiching herself
between her parents.

That was lifetime ago.

Suddenly, Parrish felt
like a child again. A little girl clinging to her mother for
reassurance.

The thermometer beeped.
Parrish sat up with lightning speed, pulling the digital thermometer
back.

105.2

She stared at it for a
few seconds too long, shaking it as if the number would somehow
magically change. Her vision blurred. She closed her eyes and opened
them again, not wanting to believe the number.

Her heart tightened in
her chest and she dropped her hand to her side, staring ahead.

No, this couldn’t
be real. 105? She’d never even heard of anyone having a
temperature that high before. Maybe the thermometer was broken?

But she knew it wasn’t.

She needed to call her
dad. He would know what to do. She searched the room for her mom’s
cell, but couldn’t find it.

“I’ll be
right back,” she said, but her mom was delirious. Curled up and
shivering. Parrish stood there staring at her for a moment, not
believing the sight of her. Was she going to be okay?

She blinked back tears
and pushed herself into action. She ran to her bedroom and dug her
own cell out of her bag. It took her several tries to even open the
app for her phone. Her hands were shaking too badly and her brain
wasn’t working right.

Finally, her dad’s
picture came up on the screen and she touched the little green phone
icon. She brought the phone to her cheek, then walked quickly back to
her parents’ room. After a moment of nothing but dead air, she
looked at the phone, shaking her head. What was wrong with this
stupid thing?

She stopped the call,
then touched the green phone again and waited. The phone wouldn’t
dial. Was it broken? She tried again. This time, she got a weird set
of beeping tones and an automated message.

“Our system is
currently experiencing a high volume of calls. Please hang up and try
your call again later.”

Parrish collapsed on to
the bed at her mother’s side. It was nearly three in the
morning. How were they experiencing a high call volume.

Her stomach twisted.
She put her hand on her mother’s arm, trying to hold herself
together, but the panic was seeping in.

She’d never had
to call 911 before, but her mom’s temperature was scary high.
Parrish dialed the three digits with trembling fingers, then ran back
to her room and grabbed her laptop. She opened the top and brought up
an internet browser. She brought up a Google search for ‘what
to do for high fever’. 


The results came up
fast, but still there’d been no answer at 911.

Parrish pulled the
phone away from her cheek again and stared at it. Maybe something
really was wrong with it. She dialed again and hit the speaker
button, then threw a quick glance toward her mother’s room.

The answers on Google
all suggested things like cold towels, Tylenol, and lukewarm baths.
There was no way she’d be able to carry her mom to the bathtub,
but she could try cold towels. There might be some Tylenol in the
medicine cabinet in the downstairs bathroom, too.

Parrish snatched up her
phone and ran down the stairs.

Still no answer on 911.
Her phone had to be broken or have some kind of wonky signal. She
picked up the wireless phone in the kitchen and dialed from there.
Even if the cell towers were down for some reason, the home line
should work. She dialed and held her breath, her heart beating in her
eardrums.

It was busy.

Parrish’s mouth
dropped open and she pressed the phone tighter against her face. She
was breathless. Unable to make sense of this.

How could 911 be busy?

Terror flashed through
her veins like a hot fire. Something was very wrong. A nightmare come
to life.

She hit redial, but got
the same busy tone. She slammed the phone down on the countertops and
gripped the edge of the granite with both hands, her head hung low.
Oh God. What was she supposed to do? What the hell was going on?

She tried to pull in a
deep breath, but her lungs were tight and closed. She had to keep
moving. She needed to stay focused. She had to get her mother’s
fever down.

She threw open a drawer
next to the fridge and grabbed a plastic bag, then tossed a handful
of ice cubes inside. She rummaged through the medicine cabinet,
finding some ibuprofen and Tylenol, then ran back up the stairs to
her mom.

“I got some ice,”
she said as she walked into the bedroom.

But what she saw
stopped her in her tracks. The bag of ice and the pill bottles slid
from Parrish’s hand.

Her mother sat in pool
of vomit on the bed, bright red blood dripping from the corner of her
mouth. She looked up at Parrish and tried to smile, but it came out
sideways, like a clown from some kind of nightmare circus.

Her eyes rolled back in
her head, then she toppled forward, her body limp.




Noah


Noah had been slipping
in and out of sleep for the past couple hours. He was exhausted, but
his mind just wouldn’t seem to turn off. His father had been
working in the basement for days and he refused to tell Noah anything
about whatever illness was going around.

But something was
definitely going on.

Noah had tried to get
together with a couple of his friends earlier in the evening and none
of them had been feeling well. His friend Alex had even been admitted
to the hospital.

How serious was this
thing?

His dad knew. Why
wasn’t he talking about it? Noah was about one more sleepless
hour away from knocking down the basement door.

A loud banging broke
through the silence.

He shot straight up and
listened. Was that coming from the basement?

Another bang and he
realized that no, someone was at the front door. He looked at the
glowing clock beside his bed. It was almost four in the morning.

He jumped out of bed
and ran to his window. Someone was pacing back and forth on the front
porch, but he couldn’t see them well enough to tell who it was.

An image of the sick
man from the other night flashed through his head. The news had
reported on him saying that he’d walked nearly two miles from
his house in a delirious fever before finally collapsing on their
street. Had someone else wandered over here?

Or was one of his
neighbors in trouble?

He grabbed his jeans
from the floor and stepped into them, then grabbed a t-shirt out of
the dirty clothes pile. He took the stairs at record pace and threw
the door open just as he pulled the shirt over his head.

Parrish Sorrows turned,
her violet eyes wide. He’d never seen her without her dark
eyeliner. “I’m so sorry to wake you up, but I didn’t
know what else to do.”

“What’s
wrong?” he asked. She was the last person he’d expected
to see at his door in the middle of the night. He wiped the tiredness
from his eyes. “Come in.”

She shook her head
wildly from side-to-side. “There’s no time,” she
said. “I have to get my mom to the hospital, but I can’t
carry her down the stairs by myself. Can you help me?”

She was already
starting to walk back down the steps, looking back to see if he would
follow her.

“What’s
wrong with her?” he asked. But he already knew. Dread sunk deep
in his stomach like a stone.

“105 degree fever
and now she’s throwing up,” Parrish said, a choked sob
cutting off the end of her words. She took a breath. “I have to
get her to the car, please.”

He looked back toward
the house. “Let me grab my cell phone. I’ll call an
ambulance.”

“No,” she
said. She’d practically yelled it.

He turned back,
questioning with his eyes.

“I tried that,”
she said. She walked down a few more steps, inching toward her house.
“The phones don’t work, Noah. I can’t get through
to my Dad in New York and 911 is busy. We need to go, now. If you
can’t help me, I’ll go next door.”

Noah gripped the door.
He couldn’t process this. The phones weren’t working? How
could 911 be busy? Maybe she was delirious. “No, I’ll
help you. Wait here a second.”

He took the steps two
at a time and snatched his cell phone from the charger beside his
bed. He dialed 911 as he ran back downstairs and out the door.
Parrish was already halfway back to her house.

The phone connected and
he got a busy signal. He stared at the phone for a second making sure
he’d dialed right. He dialed again.

Busy.

His skin went cold. He
froze on the front porch as he watched Parrish throw open the front
door of her house. She looked over at him, their eyes connecting
across the darkness.

How were so many people
this sick so fast? Chills ran down his spine.

He ran across the
street after Parrish, and dialed his dad’s cell number as he
went.

Pick up, pick up,
pick up.

His father’s
phone rang on the other end, but after half a dozen rings, it went to
voicemail. He cursed and ended the call, slipping the phone into the
back pocket of his jeans. His dad would freak out if he knew Noah was
rushing to help someone who was sick without even wearing a mask or
anything.

And maybe he was being
stupid. If the virus was really this bad and people were going to the
hospital, maybe his dad was right about staying home.

But how could he not
help? He couldn’t just let Parrish deal with this by herself.

He followed her up the
stairs and into her mother’s bedroom. He froze in the doorway,
trying to hide his shock.

It was bad. Worse than
a nightmare.

Her mom was lifeless on
the bed, puke and blood everywhere. Parrish grabbed a towel and tried
to clean her off a little, then looked up at Noah.

“Can you help me
get her to the car?”

His dad had given him
strict orders to steer clear of anyone who was sick. He’d
warned Noah his whole life about taking stupid risks when it came to
illnesses. That’s what had killed his mom and his dad had
reminded him of that nearly every day for the past ten years.

Noah stared at the
woman on the bed. She was practically unrecognizable. But then he
looked up at Parrish. This was her mom. He had to help, no matter the
risk.

“Come on,”
Parrish said. Her voice was high and wild. Tense. Scared. She was
sitting up on her knees beside her mother on the bed. She had her
hands underneath her mom’s shoulders and was lifting her
slightly off the bed.

Noah swallowed, his
throat gone dry as sandpaper.

He couldn’t just
turn and walk away.

He moved to the other
side of Mrs. Sorrows and slid his arms under her frail and shivering
form. He cradled her in his arms. She was only wearing a thin
nightgown. Even though it was warm outside tonight, her teeth were
chattering.

“Can you grab a
blanket or something so we can wrap her up and keep her warm?”

Parrish got off the bed
and ran into the large walk-in closet on the far side of the room.
She emerged a few seconds later with a small brown blanket. Together,
they wrapped Parrish’s mom as best they could. He carried her
down the stairs with careful steps and waited for Parrish to open the
door out to the garage.

“Do you want to
put her in the van or the smaller car?” he asked.

Parrish rummaged
through a bowl full of keys. Her hands were shaking. The keys clanged
together in the bowl.

Finally, she just
dumped the bowl over on the granite counter and snatched up one set
of keys. “We’re taking the Honda,” she said. “That
way we can just slide her in the backseat instead of worrying about
bucket seats.”

She opened the door and
stepped into the garage. She unlocked the van and slid the back door
open. He laid her mom down as gently as he could across the length of
the middle seat.

She’d stopped
sweating and he knew from his father’s work that it wasn’t
a good sign. She was getting dehydrated. She’d stopped
shivering and had gone completely, eerily still. He put his hand in
front of her nose and waited. Warm breath blew across his skin and he
relaxed his shoulders. She was alive. She’d just fallen asleep.

He walked back toward
the door, but Parrish was already climbing into the driver’s
seat. She hit the garage door opener and the door made a groaning
sound as it started to rise up.

He nodded toward her
clothing. “Do you want to get dressed real quick before you
go?”

She looked down as if
realizing for the first time that she was only wearing a simple black
tank top and a pair of men’s boxer shorts. She didn’t
even have any shoes on and her feet were covered with streaks of
blood.

She glanced back at her
mother, then shook her head. “I just want to get her to the
hospital,” she said. “Thanks for helping me carry her
down the stairs.”

Noah didn’t know
what to say. Should he go with her? She could barely pick a set of
keys up from inside a bowl. Could she make it to the hospital alone?

“Are you sure
you’re okay to drive?”

A tear ran down her
cheek. “Can you close the door?”

Noah nodded and slid
the door closed.

Part of him wanted to
jump in to the passenger seat and go with her. But part of him wanted
to run inside and wash his hands.

What kind of person did
that make him?

Before he could change
his mind, she backed the van out of the garage and onto the street,
turned the wheel and drove away. Noah stepped out into the driveway
and stared after the van long after the taillights had faded into the
darkness.




Parrish


The engine was
practically silent as she pressed the gas and reversed into the
street. She almost wished they had a louder car. It seemed like the
kind of moment that begged for a revved engine and the squeal of
tires against the asphalt. But instead, the car’s silence
seemed to amplify her fear. It said everything was normal when she
knew it wasn’t. She knew it never would be again.

Parrish checked the
rear-view mirror for the hundredth time since they’d left the
house, but her mother was still. Her expression was almost peaceful
and Parrish wondered if, by some miracle, she was feeling better. 


McLean Memorial
Hospital was only ten miles from their house. The fastest route was
to hop onto the highway, go two exits down, then get off and turn
right. She had been there often enough. The way her parents obsessed
about Zoe’s every bump and scratch had become borderline
ridiculous over the past few years now that she was a professional
musician.

They’d made a lot
of trips to the hospital.

Parrish sped along the
familiar path, praying that she wouldn’t get pulled over by
some eager police officer looking to make his monthly quota. She also
prayed the emergency room wouldn’t be too busy this early in
the morning. Maybe the phone thing was a fluke and all the towers
were just down.

She thought of trying
to call her dad again, but realized she’d left her phone on the
bed in her mom’s room.

She gripped the
steering wheel and pulled on to the interstate. There were more cars
out at this time of morning than she expected. She glanced at the
clock. Four-thirty. Too early for morning rush hour, even if it was
Monday.

She shrugged it off,
weaving in and out of the traffic until she had to get in the far
right lane for the next exit. As she turned the corner, though, she
had to slam on brakes to avoid the line of cars already in that lane.

At first she was
confused. Why would traffic be so heavy this early in the morning? It
didn’t make any sense. She slammed her fist against the
steering wheel and sat up high in the seat, trying to see what the
hold-up was. Was there some kind of accident? Could she drive around
it? She pulled the van forward and slightly off the road and craned
her neck, trying to see around the crowd.

In the back seat, her
mother adjusted her weight and began coughing again. Parrish closed
her eyes and swallowed down the lump of fear rising within her. She
took a couple of deep breaths.

Keep it together.
Everything is going to be okay.

But she didn’t
believe it. She unbuckled her seat belt and turned around in her
seat. She put a hand on her mother’s forehead, hoping maybe her
fever had broken and she was out of the danger zone. She’d
stopped sweating, so maybe she was going to be okay.

Only, her forehead felt
worse.

How could it possibly
be worse than 105? At what point did someone start getting brain
damage from a fever?

She couldn’t
afford to sit here in this stupid line.

Parrish looked ahead at
the long row of cars and pressed her lips together in a tight line.
Maybe someone up ahead knew what was going on. Maybe they could tell
her another way to get to the hospital. She got out and walked up to
the blue Toyota in front of her and knocked on their window. 


A small Hispanic woman
jumped slightly, then slowly rolled down the window. Her dark eyes
looked kind, but tired. “Yes?”

“Hey, sorry to
bother you, but I need to get to the hospital. Do you know what’s
causing all this traffic? Was there an accident or something?”
Parrish shivered even though it was warm out. Maybe she should have
grabbed some real clothes after all.

“We are also
trying to get to the hospital. My son, he’s very sick.”
The woman motioned to the young man sitting in the passenger seat.
Parrish hadn’t noticed him before, but she could see that he
was wrapped in a green blanket. He seemed to be sleeping, but she saw
the familiar dark rings around his eyes.

The same as the guy
who’d collapsed on her street the other night. The same as her
mom.

“Do you know if
there’s another way around all this traffic?” she asked.
“Maybe we could drive around whatever’s going on. Maybe
they’re doing construction or something.”

The woman’s eyes
grew sad. She pursed her lips and shook her head slowly. “Haven’t
you been listening to the radio?” 


Parrish took in a
ragged breath. Something in the woman’s eyes scared her.

“No, why?”

The woman reached over
and turned up the dial on her car stereo. Parrish leaned forward
slightly and listened, not sure what to expect.

“I mean, I can
hardly believe it myself!” a man said, his voice booming
through the speakers.

She immediately
recognized the voice of a popular late-night deejay called T-Bone.

“Again, folks,
let me confirm that Providence Hospital and Georgetown University
Hospital have both closed their doors. They are not accepting any new
patients, so they are advising people with a severe emergency to go
to any other local hospital. We are hearing reports that most of the
other health care facilities in the area are completely swamped.
Patients are pouring in by the hundreds every hour complaining of
high fever, vomiting and seizures.”

Feeling faint, Parrish
leaned against the hood of the blue car.

By the hundreds?

“I don’t
understand,” Parrish said. “What does this mean?”

Parrish opened her eyes
and looked down at the woman. Sympathy was written across her
features. Sympathy and fear.

“It means this
traffic is not traffic,” the woman said. “This is the
line to get in to the hospital.”

Parrish stepped
backward. Her ears began to ring and she couldn’t breathe. The
line to the hospital? But they were still almost a mile away from the
hospital. How could there be this many people waiting to be seen? 


She lifted both of her
hands and pressed her palms tight to her head.

“Are you okay,
sweetheart?” the woman asked.

Parrish nodded, but it
was a lie. She wasn’t okay. None of them were okay.

Viruses didn’t
spread this fast. It wasn’t like people were fine one day and
then suddenly they were all sick with a high fever all at once. This
wasn’t how the world worked.

She jogged the few feet
back to her own car and got back in. She just needed to keep
breathing. Keep moving. Somehow, this was all a huge
misunderstanding.

She looked back at her
mother. She was sleeping again, thank God. Her breathing was rough
and raspy, but she looked relatively comfortable.

Parrish reached forward
and turned on the radio, scanning channels until she heard T-bone’s
familiar low voice.

The line of cars inched
forward.

“I’ve
gotten word here in the studio that several local hospitals have
called in help from the Red Cross and the National Guard. They are
working to set up temporary tent facilities in parking lots and
fields in order to accommodate the rush of incoming patients, but
it’s going to take some time to get things set up. They are
advising anyone who can to stay at home. If you have a loved one who
is ill, the best thing you can do right now is try to make them as
comfortable as possible. Do what you can to keep their fever down and
make sure they’re drinking plenty of fluids.”

Parrish listened to the
same station for the next hour, moving forward inch by painfully slow
inch. A few times, she considered turning around and going home, but
how would she get her mom back in the house? She needed a doctor. Her
cough had returned and she was moving some in the seat, moaning in
pain. Every once in a while, Parrish reached back to check her
forehead, but the fever was the same.

The minutes ticked by
like mini-eternities. Parrish bit into her bottom lip and tapped her
toes. If the doctors could see how much worse her mom was than
probably half these people in line, they’d take her first.
Delirious, she pushed forward, waiting for their turn and praying
this hospital didn’t close down before she got there.

Finally, the red
emergency room sign came into view ahead. She opened her window and
lifted herself up to see farther into the distance. There were about
twelve cars ahead of her now.

“It won’t
be much longer, Mom,” she said, even though she wasn’t
sure her mom could even hear her anymore.

The bag of ice she’d
brought was completely melted now, the water inside lukewarm and
useless.

Ahead, she could see
the bright white tops of tents that had been set up in one of the
parking lots. She could also see large military trucks shuttling
supplies from the hospital to the tents. About twelve cars ahead of
her own, she could see a large man in a green military uniform
leaning in to the driver’s side window of a pickup truck. All
of the soldiers were wearing white medical masks.

Fear hitched in her
chest. Soldiers?

She watched as patients
were taken from most of the cars in front of her. Sometimes they were
wheeled away on a gurney while others walked with assistance.

But a few cars later,
she watched as two bodies were taken and laid out on the pavement
beside their car. A woman got out of the driver’s side and
collapsed next to the bodies as soldiers placed white sheets over
them.

Parrish looked away.
She lay her head against the cool glass of the window until it was
time to move ahead.

Finally, the blue
Toyota up ahead pulled forward to the line of soldiers. The woman’s
son was lifted from the passenger seat and rushed inside one of the
tents. His mother opened her car door, but a soldier pushed it closed
and pointed off in the distance, directing her to some other area of
the hospital.

Parrish nearly cried
tears of joy as the woman drove away. It was finally her turn.

“Oh, thank God,”
she said to the man who appeared at her window. “It’s my
mother, she’s in the bac—-”

The man interrupted her
with his large, booming voice. He shone a bright light toward her.
“Open your mouth, miss.”

“Wait,” she
said, confused. “It’s not me who’s sick.”

She heard the back door
slide open and another soldier climbed halfway into the back to check
on her mother. The larger soldier spoke again. “Please, open
your mouth, miss. We’re just checking for any signs of the
virus,” he said.

His voice was strong
and his tone made Parrish feel the way she had in elementary school
when she’d gotten reprimanded for talking too much in the
cafeteria. He shined his light into her eyes and ran some kind of
digital thermometer across her forehead. 


“This one’s
clear,” he yelled to his colleague. “What about the other
one?”

“Sir,” the
younger soldier answered.

Something in his voice
made Parrish stop cold. She turned and looked back at him. When his
eyes met hers, she knew. All the air was pushed from her lungs as if
she’d been hit. Her mouth fell open and she couldn’t
move.

“She’s
dead, sir,” the soldier finished.

All around her car,
soldiers in masks jumped into action, but Parrish was frozen.

Dead?

He couldn’t be
talking about her mother. She was just fine this evening. They’d
had dinner together and she’d been fine. Maybe she’d
mentioned being tired and having a sore throat, but sore throats
couldn’t kill you. How could she be dead?

Parrish unbuckled her
seatbelt, and tried to slip in to the backseat.

They were wrong. She
was just sleeping. She would show them.

But the men were
already taking her mother’s lifeless body from the car.

Someone gripped her arm
and held her to her spot, keeping her from jumping out of the car
after her mother.

“I’m sorry
for your loss,” the soldier said. “Can you please give me
her name and social security number for our records?”

Parrish shook her head,
unable to take her eyes off her mother’s face. Her eyes were
closed and a drop of blood trickled down from the side of her mouth.

“Miss?”

“She’s my
mother,” Parrish said. “She’s just sleeping. I need
to show you. If you just—”

Then the white sheet
went over her mother’s face and Parrish screamed. She jerked
against the seat and twisted her arm until she slipped from the man’s
grasp. She bolted into the back seat and through the sliding door of
the van. She jumped down by her mother’s side and lifted the
sheet from her face.

“Stop it,”
she shouted. “She’s okay. She just needs to see a
doctor.”

The men at her side
exchanged a look. She wanted to punch them in the face. They were
acting like they thought she was crazy.

She put a hand to her
mother’s forehead. “Mom? Wake up, okay? I need you to
wake up.”

But she didn’t
wake up. Madelyn Sorrows was gone.

Hands circled around
her arms and pulled her to her feet, away from her mother’s
body. A third man replaced the sheet over her mother’s face and
Parrish screamed again.

“I’m
sorry,” a voice said in her ear. “I’m sorry, but we
have to keep the line moving.”

Parrish, too weak to
struggle, watched as her mother’s dead body was lifted onto a
gurney and wheeled over to a pile of bodies covered in white sheets.




The Witch


She was dreaming of the
woman inside the ice again.

Ever since the young
witch had come through the portal to this world, her dreams had been
so real. So incredibly detailed. Even now she could feel the cool air
rush across her skin.

“What do you want
from me?” she asked.

The woman trapped
inside the ice opened her eyes. “I want you to set me free,”
she said.

The witch shook her
head and took a step closer to the center of the ice cave. “But
I don’t know how,” she said. Worry squeezed her veins.
Was she supposed to know what to do? What would happen if she
couldn’t do what this woman asked of her? The look in those
dark red eyes scared her. “I don’t know what to do.”

“You have
already done more for me than anyone in centuries,” the
woman said.

“How? I didn’t
mean to do anything. I was just following the old man.” She
shook her head again, sleep making her mind foggy. “I was just
doing as I was told.”

“Don’t
lie to me, child,” the woman said. Her eyes glowed
brighter. “Why do you work so hard to make yourself seem
weaker than you are?”

“I am weak,”
the witch answered. “I have always been weak.”

“Then you are
lying even to yourself. You have never been weak and you know it.
Your whole life, you have been underestimated. Taken for granted,”
the woman said. “But deep down, you don’t believe any
of the things the elders of the Council have said to you about your
powers. You know you are capable of so much more than they believed.
Don’t you?”

The witch fell to her
knees in front of the block of ice. She began to cry, but the instant
her tears touched her face, they froze to her skin, then fell like
diamonds onto the floor of the cave.

No one had ever spoken
to her like this. No one had ever really understood.

“When you
stepped through to this world, I felt your presence like a glowing
sun,” the woman said. “You became my hope and my
future in that instant. And who told you to come here? Who commanded
you to follow Tobias, the old man?”

“No one,”
she answered.

“No one told
you. You made those choices on your own,” the woman said.
“And who commanded you to kill him?”

The witch’s eyes
snapped to the face of the woman in ice. The Dark One with her red
eyes glowing. She swallowed, her throat tight and her hands
trembling.

“I didn’t
mean to kill him,” she whispered.

“Yes you did,”
the Dark One said, her voice low like a growl. “You felt my
presence the same way I felt yours. You felt my will, my power,
inside you. That’s why you raised your dagger to his chest. You
did it because I willed it. And the first drop of his blood that
touched this earth was the first step toward my freedom. The first
step toward breaking the seal on this earth and regaining my power.
Can’t you see that?”

The witch nodded. Yes,
she did see. It was beginning to make sense to her now.

When she’d
stabbed Tobias, she knew there was something, or someone, pressing
her to do it. Something that reached inside and begged her to do it.

“You had a
choice,” the woman in ice said. “You could have
ignored my will. You could have spared his life and let him take you
back to the world from which you came. But you didn’t. You
chose to follow me. To obey me. And for this, child, I promise you
will be greatly rewarded.”

The witch stared down
at her hands, almost able to still see Tobias’ blood on them.

“Before you
receive your reward, there is more work that needs to be done,”
the woman said. “If you do my will, you will know a
power greater than anything you could have ever imagined. I promise
you that you will never again be taken for granted or treated
like a useless child.”

The witch looked up,
tears in her eyes. This is what she had always wanted for her life,
but never, in any of her dreams, had she expected to have to kill
someone in order to get the respect she longed for.

But the death of a few
seemed a small price to pay for what she might get in return.

When she looked into
the Dark One’s eyes, the witch knew one thing was certain.

She was going to have
to kill again.




Crash


Crash had been staring
at his computer screens for hours. Days. He’d only taken short
breaks since this whole thing began and his insomnia was in full
force. He wasn’t even sure how long it had been since he last
slept.

He pushed off with his
feet and his computer chair soared across the cement floor toward the
mini-fridge. He grabbed a giant-sized energy drink from inside, then
pushed back toward his desk.

Information was pouring
in now by the minute.

Facebook. Twitter.
Forums. Every single social media site out there was being flooded
with stories of the strange illness.

Most of it was the
same—people posting that someone they loved was sick or had
been taken to the hospital. Or worse. But Crash was looking for
something more. He wanted answers. Where had this virus come from?
How many were infected?

So far, social media
wasn’t giving him any concrete answers.

His friend Atomic had
finally responded to him, but he didn’t have much either. He
said he’d been trying to hack into the CDC mainframe for days
with no luck.

What they needed was
more data. Crash wasn’t even sure how he knew what to do, but
the idea for a new program popped into his head. His fingers flew
over the keyboard as he typed in code he didn’t even know how
to read two days ago. Suddenly, though, it all made sense to him.
Like a new language. Maybe he’d picked up more information from
his hacker friends than he’d realized.

He told the program to
start pulling data from several online sources, collecting numbers of
sick and hospitalized. Death tolls. He brought up a specialized map
and started feeding the data into it, creating a program that would
not only bring up the current status of the virus across the country,
but would also predict how many would be infected in the next few
days.

When he was finished,
he took in a deep breath and pushed back. Holy cannoli. How had he
even done that? The feel of it was exhilarating, like flying.

He shook his head and
took another long drink. Now, he just had to kill some time while the
program did its thing.

Crash opened a browser
on his fifth monitor and brought up YouTube. If people were posting
status updates and pictures all over the web, they were probably
posting videos too. 


His fingers hovered
over the keyboard. What should he search for?

He thought for a
second, then typed in “virus hospital videos”. 


Several videos
appeared, and he clicked on the first one, titled “Inside the
Quarantine, San Francisco, California”. 


A hospital corridor
appeared and Crash leaned forward, clicking to make the video
full-screen. The video was dark at first, but as soon as the person
carrying the camera turned a corner, he gasped. The sheer amount of
sick people stuffed into the hallway was shocking. Some people were
laid out on gurneys, while others were slumped over in chairs that
lined the walls.

The screen bounced up
and down with every step and the movement was choppy and too fast. If
he had to guess, Crash thought it was probably taken with a cell
phone. Whoever was running the camera began to narrate and he was
surprised to hear a young woman’s voice. She sounded terrified.

“This is Angela
Burrow, I’m a volunteer here at San Francisco General
Hospital.” She quickly spun the camera around to her face. The
image moved so fast, Crash’s stomach lurched. When it settled
on her face, though, he felt the breath knocked out of him. Angela
looked to be about twenty years old. She must have been very pretty
once, but now dark purple bruises appeared around her eyes and her
lips were cracked and bleeding. Her skin was as white as a sheet. 


“I showed up to
volunteer three days ago, just before the hospital was placed under
quarantine. No one has been allowed in or out in days and we’re
all going completely crazy in here,” she said. She glanced from
side-to-side, her face pressed close to the camera. “They took
our cell phones after they initiated the quarantine, which we all
thought was weird. Like they didn’t want anyone outside to
really know what was going on in here.”

Her voice quivered and
she cleared her throat.

“My supervisor
passed away this morning,” she said. A sob escaped from her,
but she cleared her throat again and kept talking. “I stole his
keys from his pocket and got my phone out of his office. There isn’t
much charge left, so I wanted to try to get this out before the phone
dies.”

The camera swung back
around as the girl walked down the hall, turned another corner, then
walked inside one of the patient rooms. Crash counted at least ten
patients crammed into the small room. There were only two beds, and
the rest of the patients were laid out on the floor with blankets and
pillows.

Angela panned the
camera around the room.

“This is the
section of the hospital where the doctors have put all of the
advanced stage patients, and as you can see, there aren’t
nearly enough beds for all of the sick. Every room in this section is
packed to the limit, and we have started moving overflow into the
hallways. There just isn’t even floor space to lay everyone
out. Some of these people don’t even have the strength to stand
on their own.”

She moved back into the
hallway, her camera passing rows of people sitting in chairs. Some
were slumped over on each other, while others just leaned forward
into their own hands or leaned up against the wall. Angela moved into
a room at the end of the corridor and approached a patient lying in
one of the room’s two beds.

“When this virus
first presents itself, it looks very much like the average flu.
Cough. Fever. Aches and pains. Maybe some nausea. That’s what
they told us when they called us in to volunteer,” she said.
“They told us it was some kind of flu and that they needed all
the help they could get. They told us since we’d been
vaccinated against the flu, we’d probably be okay.”

She sniffed and
coughed. Crash winced when she turned the camera back to her own
face. Blood trickled from the side of her mouth and from the tear
duct in the corner of her left eye. 


“As you can see,
the vaccine didn’t do shit to help me,” she said, a
crooked smile crossing her face. She coughed again and blood
splattered across the screen. She tried to wipe it away, but it just
smeared across the camera. 


“This is what I
wanted to show you,” she said. “On day 1 of the
quarantine, my supervisor, Bill Ross, was healthy and strong. He
showed no sign of the virus. Day 2, he presented with a low-grade
fever and a cough. This morning, Day 3, I came to wake him for his
next shift and found this.” She zoomed in on the face of the
man on the bed and Crash’s eyes grew wide.

The man’s eyes
were rimmed in black bruises streaked with blood. His cheeks looked
hollow, as if he hadn’t eaten in weeks. His hair had fallen out
in chunks. Red sores dotted his face and neck, then continued down
his arms. Many of the sores had broken and a yellowy puss ran out of
them. Crash put his hand over his mouth and turned away.

“I have never
seen a virus or any disease work this quickly,” Angela Burrows
said into the camera.

The woman began to cry.

“When they locked
us in three days ago, we had just over sixteen hundred patients,
nurses and doctors quarantined inside this hospital,” she said.
“Today, only six hundred of those are still alive. By the end
of the week, almost all of us will be dead. Including me.”

The screen went black
and Crash sat in silence, trying to make sense of what he’d
just seen.




Noah


Noah stood at the door
to the basement.

He’d reached his
limit. Enough already. His dad must have come out to get food at some
point in the middle of the night because he left his dirty plate in
the sink, but Noah had been asleep and missed it.

His father had also
left a note on the bar telling Noah not to go outside or leave the
house for anything. Not even school.

Noah had gotten similar
messages from his dad in the past when a new strain of the flu would
show up or there was some kind of other virus or threat, but he
usually ignored it. His dad could be really paranoid about this stuff
ever since his mom died.

But between the man who
collapsed and died on their street and seeing Parrish’s mom the
other night, Noah decided he better listen to his dad. He skipped
school on Monday. Tuesday, though, school had been canceled. Too many
students and teachers were sick, they said. It gave Noah the chills
just thinking about it.

How serious was this
thing?

He’d obviously
already been exposed. He’d carried Madelyn Sorrows down the
stairs, his face close to hers when she coughed. If he was going to
get sick from it, how long until symptoms started showing up?

He needed answers.

Being the son of
someone who worked directly for the CDC should mean easy access to
answers. He knew his dad was busy trying to come up with a cure or a
new vaccine or whatever it was he did, but the man should have taken
at least an hour to come talk to his own son about what this sickness
was really all about.

His dad didn’t
know he’d gone out to help with Parrish’s mom the other
night. He was going to be pissed when he found out.

Noah stared at the door
again, then stepped forward and knocked.

He waited, his heart
racing. If his dad didn’t answer the door, then what? Should he
knock it down and go demand some answers? Or just keep waiting? This
whole thing was driving him crazy.

He knocked again.
Louder this time.

Finally, after a couple
of minutes of waiting, the door opened slowly.

Noah’s father
appeared in the crack of an opening, his head down. “I’m
busy, Noah,” he said. He glanced up for only a moment. “Are
you feeling alright?”

“I’m fine,”
Noah said. “I just needed to talk to you. Can you come up for a
minute?”

His dad looked away and
cleared his throat. “I don’t think that’s such a
good idea,” he said. “You aren’t sick or anything
right? You’re staying home like I asked you to?”

“Yes,” Noah
said.

His throat tightened.
Something was definitely off here. Why wouldn’t his dad look at
him? Why wouldn’t he at least come up into the kitchen for a
minute to talk to him?

“I should get
back downstairs,” his father said, already beginning to close
the door.

Noah stuck his hand
between the door and the frame, then pushed it open a little further.
“Dad? What’s wrong?”

“Don’t come
in here, Noah, I mean it,” he said. “I don’t want
you to be exposed to this.”

Noah pushed the door
open more. “What’s going on?”

His dad pushed against
the door, but Noah wouldn’t give up.

“Dammit, Dad,
I’ve already been exposed,” he said.

“What?” his
dad asked. There was such sadness in his tone. “When? You
didn’t get too close to that man the other night, did you?”

“No,” Noah
said. “But I helped Parrish carry her mom to the car in the
middle of the night a couple days ago, so you can stop trying to
protect me. Whatever this is, I’ve already been exposed to it.”

His father let go of
the door and it slammed against the back wall. He turned away, hiding
his face. Noah’s stomach twisted and he clenched his jaw.

“Dad?”

He placed his hand on
his father’s shoulder, expecting his dad to yell at him or tell
him to go back upstairs.

Instead, he began to
cry. His father’s shoulders moved up and down as sobs shook his
body. He sat down on the steps and laid his head in his hands.

“What’s
wrong?” Noah asked again. The last time he saw his father cry
was at his mom’s funeral. That was the only time, really. He
moved beside his dad and sat down on the steps. “You’ve
got to talk to me.”

After a moment, his
father finally wiped the tears from his face and sniffed. “I’m
sorry, Noah,” he said. “I did everything I could to keep
you safe, but it’s becoming more and more clear that none of us
are safe. Not ever again.”

His father sat up and
slowly, painfully, turned toward him.

Noah’s eyes grew
wide, then filled with tears. His father’s eyes were bloodshot,
purple bruise-like bags under them. His skin had lost a lot of its
color and his lips were dry and white.

“How long have
you been sick?” he asked. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I don’t
know,” he said. “I guess I kept hoping if I worked hard
enough, I would find some kind of answer to this whole thing.”

“What is this,
Dad? It’s not the flu, is it?”

“Is that what
they’re calling it on the news?”

Noah nodded. “They
keep saying it’s some kind of super-flu, but I don’t
think anyone’s really buying that anymore.”

His father ran his
hands through his hair and sniffed again. “No, it’s
definitely not the flu. In fact, it’s not like anything we’ve
ever seen before,” he said. He stood and motioned for Noah to
follow him. “Most illnesses like this are either viral or
bacterial. We can usually isolate it inside the blood and study it,
but we can’t seem to figure this one out.”

Noah paused at the
bottom of the stairs. He’d never seen his father’s lab
before. He’d never been allowed down here. The room was bright
with stark white walls and metal countertops. There were all types of
lab equipment from microscopes to glass vials and everything you
would expect to see in a lab. But it was the containment cell along
the back wall that caught his attention.

“What’s
that for?” he asked, pointing.

His father turned to
look, then his shoulders slumped. “It’s a quarantine
cell,” he said.

“Okay. So what’s
it doing in our house?”

“I had it
installed as a precaution,” he said. “In case I
accidentally exposed myself to a deadly virus and needed to be
quarantined.”

His words hung in the
air between them.

“I thought of
using it as soon as my symptoms began yesterday,” he said. “But
the truth is that we’re way past the point of quarantines
helping to contain this disease. It spreads too quickly and by the
time any symptoms appear, you’ve already exposed everyone
around you.”

“So what is it,
then? If you can’t find evidence of it inside the blood, what
is it?”

His father looked up at
him, his eyes full of fear and frustration. “That’s
exactly the problem,” he said. “No one knows. We’ve
got everyone looking at this. We’re talking global cooperation
here. No one has been able to identify the source of the sickness. We
can see its effects on the body, but not the virus or bacteria
itself. It’s like a ghost in the system.”

Noah shook his head.
How could this be happening? For most of his life, he’d
listened to his father’s paranoid talk about a super-flu or
virus that might someday wipe out millions—even billions—of
people within a matter of months. If everything he was saying now was
true, this was the modern-day equivalent of something like the Black
Death. Or worse.

“So what exactly
do you know?” Noah asked. He sat down, ready to listen.

His dad grabbed his
laptop from the workspace and came to sit down beside him. He propped
it open and logged in through the backdoor of the CDC’s
website. He worked fast, bringing up a series of files labeled
““Unidentified Virus”.

“Everything we
know so far is in these files,” he said. “These are
classified and I’m not supposed to be showing them to you, but
I need for you to understand what’s going on.”

He stopped to cough,
leaning far away from Noah. He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket
and Noah noticed a smear of blood as he tucked it back in his lab
coat.

Noah felt short of
breath. Coughing up blood couldn’t be good. And with no
official treatment, what exactly did that mean for his dad? Fear shot
through him, but he swallowed it down. He didn’t want to panic.
His dad would figure this out.

“The disease is
airborne,” his father said. “This is one of the main
reasons why it’s simply too late for a quarantine to work.
Anyone who has come close to someone who was infected or touched
anything they’ve touched is probably already infected.”

Noah wrinkled his
forehead. His mind was spinning.

“But with the
massive amounts of people they are saying are already sick, that
would mean almost everyone on the planet has probably been exposed by
now.”

His father met his eyes
and slowly nodded. The truth of what was really happening started to
sink in and Noah’s jaw dropped slightly. His breath hitched in
his throat.

“God, Dad, what’s
going on?”

“It’s
really bad, Noah. Never in my worst nightmares had I envisioned
something this deadly ever finding its way to us,” he said.

“Deadly?”
Noah asked. “So a lot of the people who are sick are actually
dying from this?”

His father took in a
deep breath, then let it out in a ragged sigh. “No, not a lot
of them, Noah.” He paused and shook his head. “All of
them.”




Karmen


“What do you
mean, you can’t get home?” Karmen asked.

Her parents had gone to
one of their inspirational retreats in the mountains for a long
three-day weekend, but they were supposed to be back by Monday night.
It was already Wednesday now and they were still in the mountains.

“I’m so
sorry, honey,” her mother said. “Rick asked us to stay an
extra day or two to help out after the conference was over, and you
know your father. He hated to say no to a friend in need.”

Karmen rolled her eyes
and had to press her lips tight to keep from saying something she’d
regret.

“We changed our
flights to today, but now we’re at the airport and they’re
telling us all flights have been completely grounded,” she
said.

Karmen wrinkled her
nose. “Grounded? For what? Is the weather bad there?”

“No, not at all,”
her mom said. “They won’t tell us why. It’s
complete chaos.”

She held the phone to
her ear and walked into the living room to turn on the TV. Had there
been some kind of terrorist attack? Or a plane crash?

“I’ve been
trying to get your brother on the phone, but no one’s picking
up at his house,” she said. “As soon as I reach him, I’ll
have him come pick you up and take you over to his house.”

Karmen groaned. She
hated her older brother and his perfect little family. He was eight
years older than she was and married to a bitch of a wife. They had
twin baby girls who were absolute terrors.

“I’ll be
fine, Mom,” she said. “I can take care of myself.”

She quickly scanned
through the TV channels, searching for news.

“Hang on, I’ll
have to call you back, sweetheart,” her mom said. “Love
you. And we’ll discuss staying with your brother when I call
you back.”

Her mom clicked off and
Karmen set the phone down and turned the TV up.

The local news station
was showing footage of airports across the country, packed with
people whose flights had been canceled. She listened for a minute,
but the stupid reporter never said what they’d been canceled
for. As usual, the news was completely useless.

Karmen walked over to
her laptop and started a Google search for “why have flights
been canceled?” A news story popped up near the top explaining
that the CDC had issued an order to stop all airline traffic in hopes
of slowing the spread of the latest outbreak of the flu. They were
urging anyone who was showing signs of the virus to stay where they
were and not to travel until they were fully recovered.

Holy crap.

Canceling flights to
slow an outbreak of the flu?

School had been
canceled for the past two days and now this? People got the flu all
the time, so what was the big deal? It sounded like your typical case
of people overreacting to the slightest thing. The country had gone
completely paranoid these days.

Karmen closed her
laptop and picked up her phone again. Well, if her parents weren’t
coming home for another few days and school was closed too, she was
going to make the best of it.

She texted her best
friend Kate. House 2 myself still! Want 2 come over?

There was no immediate
response, so Karmen sent a message to Melody, too.

While she waited to
hear back from someone, she went in to the kitchen to make something
to eat. Her mom usually bought groceries on the weekend and the
people who came over for the party Friday night basically ate
everything they had in the house. She sighed and grabbed an apple
from the bottom drawer.

Maybe she should order
pizza or something, but she’d already eaten a ton of junk food
the last few days. With summer right around the corner, she couldn’t
afford to gain any weight. She was going to have to find her mom’s
credit card and go grocery shopping later.

Her phone buzzed
against the top of the counter. Karmen grabbed jar of peanut butter
from the pantry and a knife from the drawer, then checked the message
as she cut the apple into small slices. She dipped the first piece
into the jar, coating it with peanut butter.

My dad and sister
are really sick. Can’t leave them. Have u talked 2 Kate?

That was from Melody.
Karmen sighed. Too sick for her to leave and come hang out with a
friend?

No, why? Everything
okay?

The phone buzzed again.

Mark died this
morning.

Karmen had to read it
three times before the words sunk in. Mark was Kate’s little
brother. He was only two years old.

She set her half-eaten
apple slice on the counter and slid down onto the cold tile floor.
What the hell was happening? She’d spent the last couple of
days chilling out on the couch, watching marathons of Vampire
Diaries. Had the world completely changed in just two days? Was
everyone sick?

She dialed Aaron’s
number, her stomach suddenly queasy. He was supposed to come over
last night and watch a movie, but had totally bailed on her. Usually
he would at least call or something, but she’d never heard from
him. She’d been too pissed to call him earlier, but now, her
hands were trembling as she placed the phone to her ear and waited
for him to pick up.

The call went to
voicemail.

She tried him again,
this time calling his home phone instead of his cell.

On the fourth ring, his
mother picked up. “Hello?”

Her voice was strange
and tight.

“Hi Mrs. Goldman.
It’s Karmen. Can I talk to Aaron?”

Aaron’s mom
sobbed into the phone and Karmen’s heart went still. She
waited, not knowing what to say.

“Oh Karmen,
honey, I’m sorry, I should have called you,” Mrs. Goldman
said. Someone was coughing in the background. “It just happened
so fast, I didn’t even know what to think or who to call.”

“What happened?”
Karmen asked. “Is Aaron okay?”

“He’s been
sick since Sunday night.” His mom’s voice cracked as she
answered. “Karmen, Aaron passed away this morning.”

The phone dropped from
Karmen’s hand and the screen cracked as it hit the floor. She
stared straight ahead, unable to move or cry or even breathe.

How could Aaron be
dead? She’d just seen him on Friday night. She’d kissed
him. He hadn’t even been sick at all. Not even a cough or a
fever or anything. How had he gotten sick and died all in just the
last couple of days?

She pulled her knees
tight to her chest and lay her head against them. It was long past
midnight before she finally got up from the floor and made her way to
bed.




Parrish


The neighborhood was
eerie and silent. The only time she remembered it being so quiet was
one morning after a particularly heavy snowfall. She had woken up
super early and taken a walk in the powdery white morning. But there
was no snow this time. It was sunny and hot and beautiful. The
flowers were blooming and the birds were still singing. Everything
looked normal for summer, except that there should have been children
playing in the yards and dads mowing lawns. People should be swimming
in their pools and heading out to the lake or the grocery store or
the mall.

Was anyone even going
to work anymore? Parrish couldn’t be sure.

Not one person had even
come over to check on her after her mother died. She was sure someone
had to know by now. But no one had come to see if she was doing okay
here by herself.

She hadn’t been
able to reach her aunt Stacey, her mom’s sister. She was
supposed to be coming to stay while her mom went to join her dad and
Zoe in Paris, but something in Parrish’s gut told her she
wasn’t coming. That she was sick, too, and would never be
coming to visit again.

She’d tried to
call her dad for days, but couldn’t get through to him. She
kept getting the same message about the cellular network being busy.
When she looked it up online, she found out that all of the signals
in New York City had been jammed like crazy and service had been
really patchy. She wasn’t sure what hotel they were staying in
and couldn’t find her mom’s notes about it anywhere.

She’d been
working her way through the phone book, calling every swanky hotel in
Manhattan, asking for her dad. The answer was always the same. No one
by that name was registered.

Parrish sat down in the
center of the living room floor and dialed the number for the Four
Seasons. It took a dozen rings for someone to finally pick up, and
when they did, Parrish went through her routine of asking for her
father or Zoe and explaining that they were guests of the New York
Philharmonic.

“Hold on one
moment and I’ll connect you,” the man said.

A gasp escaped
Parrish’s open mouth. She clutched the phone so tight against
her face, its warmth nearly burned her. 


Three rings in, someone
picked up and Parrish nearly cried from relief.

“Hello?”
Zoe whispered into the phone.

“Zoe? It’s
me. Oh my God, are you okay?”

“Parrish?”

“Yes, I’ve
been trying to reach you for days,” she said. She couldn’t
sit still. She hopped up and paced the floor in front of the couch.
“The cell service where you are is completely screwed and I
couldn’t get through. I didn’t know where you guys were
staying.”

Zoe was crying. Parrish
could hear the little choked sobs coming from her sister and it broke
her heart.

“Is everything
okay, Zoe? Are you sick?”

“No,” she
said. Her voice was so small and quiet.

Parrish took a breath
in and released it slowly. “What about dad?” she asked.
“Is he okay?”

More sobs. Parrish
closed her eyes and leaned back against the wall.

“Is he there with
you now?”

“He’s in
his bedroom,” Zoe said. “We have two rooms here in a
suite and as soon as he started getting sick yesterday, he locked
himself in there and told me not to come in unless he opened the
door. He said he didn’t want to get me sick, too.”

Parrish balled her free
hand into a tight fist and slammed it against the wall.

“What about a
doctor?” she asked. “Can you call an ambulance or a
doctor there? Is there anyone you can call for help?”

“Parrish, I’m
so scared,” Zoe said. “People here are going crazy.
There’s a lot of people really sick. A lot of people are
fighting. They say there aren’t any more doctors who can help.
All the hospitals are closed. I was supposed to play tonight for the
orchestra, but they canceled all the rehearsals and the last time I
called Mr. Evans, he didn’t answer the phone.”

“Mr. Evans?
That’s the guy who invited you to play there?”

“Yes.”

“You left a
message for him?”

“Yes, but he
never called me back,” she said. “What if he’s
sick, too? I don’t know what to do.”

Parrish ran a hand
through her hair. She didn’t know what to do either. Her sister
was stuck in the middle of New York City. Millions of people, but no
one she really knew who could help. With flights temporarily canceled
by the CDC, Parrish had no idea how to get her sister home.

“Can you knock on
Dad’s door and tell him I’m on the phone?” she
said. “Maybe if he hears it’s me, he’ll be able to
pick up the phone.”

“Okay, hold on.”

Zoe walked away from
the phone. In the distance, Parrish could hear a few knocks. She
heard Zoe’s voice, but couldn’t make out what she was
saying. After a couple of minutes, Zoe came back on.

“He isn’t
answering me,” she said. “Maybe he’s asleep.”

Parrish brought her
hand to her mouth. What if he wasn’t sleeping?

“Can I talk to
Mom?” Zoe asked.

Parrish shook her head.
How could she tell Zoe the truth? It would crush any hope she had
right now. She was only ten years old. No one that age needed to go
through something like this.

“She’s not
here right now,” Parrish lied. “She went to the store,
but I’ll tell her I talked to you. Do you have everything you
need for a few days? What are you doing for food?”

“They’re
still running room service,” Zoe said. “Dad showed me how
to order and charge it to the room.”

“Okay, I want you
to order everything you see on the menu that will stay good for a
long time. Stuff like cereal and muffins,” she said. “Is
there a mini-bar in your room? Like a little fridge or something with
drinks and peanuts and stuff?”

“Yeah, I already
ate some cookies from there, but Dad said all of that was really
expensive.”

“Screw expensive,
you don’t need to worry about that right now,” she told
her sister. “Just get as much food as you can out of there and
hide it away in a safe place.”

“Why?”

“Because you
might have to be there for a little while before I can get to you,”
she said. “And someone might break in and try to take your food
if they run out.”

Zoe began to cry again.
Parrish hated herself for scaring her, but she needed to think
realistically at this point. If people were already going crazy and
stealing things and breaking out into fights in the city, it was only
a matter of time before the desperate ones started going door-to-door
in the hotel, stealing any food they could find.

“It’s going
to be okay, Zoe, I promise,” she said, even though she knew it
was a lie. She couldn’t promise anything right now.

“What are we
going to do?” Zoe asked. “Do you think Dad’s going
to be okay?”

“I don’t
know,” she said. “A lot of people are really sick right
now, and a lot of them aren’t getting better. We just have to
hope for the best, okay?”

“Okay.”

“I’m going
to try to come get you,” she said. “What room are you
in?”

Zoe paused, then
finally came back on the phone. “2358.”

Parrish grabbed a
sharpie from her desk and wrote the numbers on her wrist. “I’ll
do everything I can to get there soon, but it’s going to take
some time to drive there. Maybe a few days. Maybe longer,” she
said. “Promise me you won’t leave that room unless you
have to? And Zoe, if someone comes in the room, you hide.”

“I’m
scared,” Zoe said in a whisper.

“It’s going
to be okay,” Parrish said. “I’m coming for you.”

When they finally hung
up, Parrish fell onto her bed. Anger surged through her veins. How
could everything be falling apart so fast? Zoe was just a child. She
couldn’t survive up there alone for long, and if their dad was
already sick, what were the chances he would survive? What were the
chances he was even still alive right now?

Parrish had no idea how
many people were getting over this disease, but from the looks of
things at the hospital the night her mom died, a lot of people were
dying.

She flipped on the TV,
but it was just the same bullshit. On the news, they kept making it
sound like it was no big deal. There was no mention of the chaos at
the hospitals or the death toll, but the sight of all those white
sheets piled up in the parking lot was burned into her memory.

How come they weren’t
reporting the truth about what’s going on? Were they just
planning to leave them all alone here in the dark? Wasn’t
anyone going to help?

Rage burned in her
heart. She picked up a vase full of wilted yellow flowers that had
been left over from Zoe’s party.

Why did they keep
saying there’s nothing to worry about?

She flung the vase at
the TV. She wanted it to break into a million pieces, but instead it
just bounced off, leaving a dark mark on the screen. It left her
feeling powerless. Weak. She scanned the room, looking for something
more breakable.

A vaccine is being
researched? Don’t they realize it’s too late for their
stupid vaccines?

Parrish searched for a
better weapon.

Finally, her eyes
landed on a Japanese sword above the fireplace. She stared at it, her
heart racing. She remembered their trip to Japan when she was just a
little girl. Her mother had been performing Madame Butterfly with the
opera company in Tokyo and the whole family had tagged along. That
was just after she’d gotten pregnant with Zoe, so Parrish
couldn’t have been older than five at the time.

They’d seen this
sword—a katana—inside an antique shop down this narrow
alleyway in a forgotten corner of the city. Her parents had been
buying her all kinds of souvenirs like Hello Kitty figurines and
comic books and things, but her father told her he’d never seen
her eyes light up the way they did when they first saw that sword.

Her mother, of course,
had forbidden her from getting it. She’d thought it was a
ridiculous gift for a child. Plus, getting it through customs would
be a complete nightmare. But her father had bought it for her anyway.

It ended up on the wall
as decoration. They never even let Parrish touch it, not that she
could really blame them.

But today, neither of
them were here to tell her what to do.

She stood on the bricks
of the fireplace and lifted onto her tip-toes, reaching for the
sword. The moment her fingers closed around the hilt, she felt a
strength surge through her body. 


With all the strength
she could muster, she wielded the sword like a baseball bat and swung
at the TV screen. She’d hoped the blade would slice through it,
but instead it just bounced off. Still, she felt an odd sense of
accomplishment as the screen shattered and went dead.

But Parrish wanted
more.

She gripped the sword
tighter and aimed at the vases and picture frames lined up across the
mantle of the fireplace. One at a time, she smashed them all to
pieces, not caring when one shard of glass shot out and cut her cheek
just under her left eye.

She just wanted to
destroy something. Everything. To feel like she was in control of it
all. Maybe to prove that this was all just a dream. None of it was
real so there were no consequences.

Parrish walked around
the room with the katana, destroying everything her mother never let
her touch.

She swung hard at a
lamp on the table next to the couch and tiny white pieces flew out,
scattering across the carpet. The mirror over the piano? Her mother
loved that giant mirror. She used to sing and play piano, watching
herself in that stupid mirror like it was some kind of private
concert.

Parrish lifted the
blade. She drew her bottom lip into her mouth and bit down, putting
all her weight behind it as she swung. The mirror shattered, sending
shards of glass all over the piano.

She destroyed
everything in her path. And when the carpet was covered in broken
glass, Parrish’s mind went to one item in the house she’d
always wanted to destroy. Something her mother had made her hang up
on her bedroom wall years ago after Zoe was born. Something she’d
hated for as long as she’d had it. Something that mocked her
with its dead promises.

Her violin.

Parrish let the sword
fall from her hand. Glass crunched under the soles of her boots as
she crossed the living room and made her way up the stairs to her
bedroom. There, on the wall, the violin taunted her. It represented
everything her parents had hoped she would become, but never would
be.

Every broken promise,
every crushed dream was ingrained in the wood of that violin that she
could never play worth a shit.

Parrish grabbed her
desk chair and dragged it under the violin. She stepped on the
cushion of the chair and reached up for the instrument of her
childhood’s greatest disappointments. Dust floated across the
air toward her face, and she waved it away with an angry hand.

Her body coursed with
adrenaline as she held the violin. It had been expensive. Fifteen
grand. That was why her mother hadn’t let her give it away when
she’d quit taking lessons. Instead, she’d made her put it
up where she could be reminded every day of just how big of a
disappointment she’d turned out to be.

She ran her hands
across the deep brown wood of its curves, wiping away the dust that
had collected there over the years. One finger strummed the strings
like a guitar and it gave off a haunting, discordant sound. 


I hate this violin.

Her grip tightened
around the neck and she stepped down from the chair.

She lifted the
instrument high over her head, then brought it down in a lightening
quick motion, smashing it across the back of the chair. There was a
loud crack as the wood splintered into a thousand pieces. The strings
sang a sickly sweet melody that hung in the air as they continued to
vibrate with the force of the blow.

Parrish opened her
palms and let the broken violin fall to the floor. Like a wave, the
realization of what she’d done hit her. Her breath came in
quick, choppy bursts as tears poured from her eyes.

Not even destroying the
violin could bring her mother back. She realized all she’d
wanted was to somehow force her mother to appear. If she destroyed
enough of the things her mother loved, she’d thought that
maybe, somehow, her mother would show up and tell her this had all
been some cruel joke.

But it wasn’t.

This was real. Her
parents were dead. Her sister was stranded hundreds of miles away.
The world would never be the same again.

Parrish fell to the
floor, picking up what was left of the expensive violin. She cradled
it in her arms, tears spilling down her face and onto the splintered
wood.

A single drop slid down
the surface of the violin, then seemed to slow. It hardened and froze
in place.

Suddenly, the broken
violin became cool in her hands. She watched in wonder as the wood
became covered in frost. She reached out with a finger and touched
the frozen teardrop. It was like ice against her skin, cold and hard.
She plucked it from the wood and watched in wonder as it melted on
her fingertips.




The Witch


The stone was cool
against the witch’s skin.

She sat at the kitchen
table in the large farmhouse, turning it over in her fingers,
studying each mark.

Before he died, Tobias
had said there were five guardians. She’d heard of them before,
but it was just a fairytale. Something parents told their children at
bedtime to make them feel safe and proud. But in the secret meetings
of the Council of Fire, the elders spoke of the guardians as traitors
and villains.

The witch had never
actually been invited to one of those meetings, but that hadn’t
kept her from sneaking in and listening from the shadows.

The guardians had lived
over a thousand years ago. They lived in the time of the Dark One—a
powerful sorceress who was said to wield both sides of the power.
Fire and Ice. It was unheard of for a witch to have both of these
abilities. Everyone else was born with either one or the other.
Sometimes a child was born with neither gift. But never both. Not
until her.

The elders spoke of her
as if she were a God. She was mighty and powerful and had a vision
for the world that no one had ever dreamed of. She had many
followers, but as her powers grew, she became unsteady. Unbalanced.
Greedy. She became more and more violent. A great war broke out. Many
died.

That’s when the
five guardians came together to fight against her. They banished her
to a foreign world where they were said to have buried her deep
inside the ground. The story goes that she was stripped of all magic
and would never cast again.

But as the witch looked
at the mound of fresh dirt just outside the window of the farmhouse,
she knew that some parts of the story were right while other parts
had been very wrong.

The Dark One had been
banished. She’d been sent here to this earth by the five
guardians. She’d been trapped beneath the ground inside a block
of ice. All of that was true. But the guardians hadn’t been
strong enough to completely strip her of her magic. They’d only
suppressed it. The same way the Guardians’ League had
suppressed magic inside the cities in her own land. It was merely a
seal, keeping the magic inside, but giving it no way out.

But a seal was just
another type of magic. And like all magic, it could be reversed or
broken.

In her dreams, the Dark
One had told her that by spilling Tobias’ blood on the earth,
she had made a crack in the seal. A small crack, but it was enough to
allow the Dark One to cast a single spell. She’d created a
flower. Beautiful and simple and red as blood.

Inside this flower,
she’d placed the scent of death—an ancient necromancer’s
spell that took the power of life from one person and transferred it
to another. The Dark One had cast it in such a way that once the
first person was infected, the virus would pass from person to
person, blanketing this world in a matter of days.

As the virus grew
inside them, death sucked their life from them and pulled it deep
into the earth, finding its way to the Dark One, giving her more
power.

The death spell worked
like a virus, infecting anyone who came near it. And the more
infected there were, the more power the Dark One was able to drain
from this world.

And she was becoming
more powerful by the minute.

The witch could feel
it. The dark presence grew stronger and her dreams became more vivid.

The witch set the
purple stone down on the wooden table and leaned back against the
chair. Her hands twisted in her lap.

Could she really do
this?

The Dark One had
explained it all to her so clearly. She wanted proof of loyalty. She
wanted help creating a bigger crack in the seal. And that took
sacrifices.

The witch looked over
at the handsome man. He stood outside at the edge of his mother’s
grave. The older woman had died just yesterday, her power siphoned
from her body to become food for the Dark One.

He’d sent for the
doctor, but no one had ever arrived to help and the woman had died.

Her son had shown no
signs of infection. The Dark One had explained that those here who
had the strongest spirits and the closest ties to magic would be
immune from the effects of the virus. This young man must have been
immune to still be so healthy. He must have had a strong spirit.

Which is why the Dark
One wanted him for this task.

She needed to charge
the stone. It would help her track the guardians, she said. The witch
had been told to drain his life-force and place it inside the stone.

The witch closed her
eyes and swallowed. She didn’t want to do this. She liked the
man. He’d been so nice to her and she liked the way he looked
at her with such admiration. She didn’t want to hurt him.

But if she didn’t
obey the Dark One, she would never find her way home. She would never
get the recognition she deserved.

Her whole life, she’d
been nothing. How many times had the elders reminded her she was a
disappointment? That they’d wasted their best training on a
witch who was weak? That she’d never become anything more than
a maidservant?

Well, she would show
them.

When she came back to
her own world, she’d have the blessings and power of the Dark
One—the strongest and most powerful witch their world had ever
known. She’d be someone for the first time in her life. If she
helped the Dark One now, she would be blessed with great power and
would sit at her right hand when she took her rightful place as ruler
in the Land of Fire and Ice.

The witch picked up the
stone, closing it tight in her fist.

Yes, she would do this.
No matter the cost.

She stood and walked
out the front door, down the porch steps and around to the back of
the house where the man stood. She stared at him for only the
briefest moment. He’d been so kind to her. He’d taken her
in when she would have died out there in the heat.

It was truly a shame he
had to die.

The witch placed her
hand inside the man’s. He turned to her and gave a sad smile,
then squeezed her hand as if they understood each other. As if they
were sharing this moment of sadness and regret.

She pressed the purple
stone tight against his skin. It became hot, then cold, then somehow
both at the same time. The man tried to pull away, confusion in his
eyes. He yanked his hand harder, but the witch had hold of him now.
The magic of the stone was already tapped in to his soul, pulling it
through his veins like metal to a magnet.

He opened his mouth to
protest, but his voice caught in his throat. He fell to his knees in
the fresh dirt, choking for air as his life was stolen from him.

The witch could barely
bring herself to look at him. His skin shriveled and bruised,
clinging tightly to his bones as the last of his life-force poured
into the stone.

She wanted to tell him
she was sorry, but it was too late for that. She had chosen her path
and she was determined to see it through.

This man was only the
beginning of the work that was to come.

She was certain there
would be much harder sacrifices, but that in the end, it would all be
worth it.

When he was gone, the
witch released his hand and he fell face-first to the ground.

The stone hummed in her
hand and she held it up to her heart, letting the power of the man’s
life buzz against her skin. When she looked down, she gasped as red
flowers grew up from his corpse.

Proof that the Dark One
was pleased.







Part II: The Awakening








Crash


The amount of
information out there was overwhelming.

Night had turned into
morning at some point and Crash had barely even noticed.

His basement apartment
was cool and dark, much more appropriate for his mood than the bright
sunny day showing on his security cameras outside. 


He stared at his
computer monitors. The information was an addiction now. He’d
been talking to some of his buddies on his favorite doomsday prepper
forum. They’d started a few new threads, sharing the most
recent and important information and videos they’d been able to
find online.

It hadn’t escaped
his notice that five or six of the regulars had stopped posting all
together.

Crash refreshed the
page to see if anything new had been posted in the past half hour. 


A couple of news
articles. Six new videos. A new report on the death toll in Georgia
and Texas. Nothing groundbreaking.

He was watching one of
the latest videos when the new message sound dinged. He clicked over
to his inbox and read the subject line of a new private message from
his friend Atomic. PRIORITY!!! What the hell are we dealing with
here? 


Crash double clicked the
message, his heart racing and his hand gripping his mouse.

Hey man. I just came
across this new video posted to a private forum I belong to. The dude
who posted it said he has a cousin who works for this news station
and that he risked everything to get this footage out there. Watch it
and get back to me. What the hell are we dealing with? Do you think
this could be legit? If it is, my mind just got blown. ~Atomic  P.S.
How are you feeling? Any signs?

There was a video
attached to the message and Crash leaned forward in his chair. He
moved the video player to his center screen and pressed play.

An older man with salt
and pepper hair spoke into a microphone that had the letters ‘WKBX’
on the handle. He looked like your typical reporter in a suit and tie
with a hard-on for breaking news. Crash had seen dozens just like him
in the videos he’d watched so far. The only difference was that
this guy had one of those white surgical masks stretched across his
face. As if that would protect him in a hospital full of infected.

“This is Neil
Snow reporting for WKBX, Raleigh,” the reporter said in his
best trained-for-TV voice. “I’m here at Raleigh Hospital
where a quarantine has been in effect for the past four days. Under
special orders from the Governor, our news crew has been allowed
inside the quarantine zone for an exclusive look at what is going on
behind closed doors.”

The reporter motioned
to the door behind him, which was labeled “Morgue” in
bold black letters. “And one of the first doors we’re
going behind is the one with the biggest secrets of all. Contrary to
what some officials want you to believe, the flu that has brought
patients here in droves is much worse than the seasonal flu, the
swine flu, or any other strain of the flu that we’ve seen in
recent years. In fact, some doctors here are saying this outbreak
will be several times worse than the 1918 Spanish Flu Pandemic that
killed an estimated fifty million people worldwide.”

“Some of the
images we’re about to show may be disturbing.” Pausing
for effect, the reporter stepped in front of the door and drew his
eyebrows together in a serious expression. After a moment of silence,
he opened the swinging door to the hospital’s morgue.

Inside the room, bodies
were stacked on top of each other up to six feet high along the
walls. Even though Crash had seen similar images in previous videos,
he still felt his gut churn. The reporter explained the images as the
cameraman slowly panned from one end of the room to the other.

“More than
one-third of the patients who were being treated at this hospital are
now found here in the morgue. As you can see here, this facility has
run out of room for their normal procedures and have started to stack
the bodies of the dead on top of each other. A doctor I spoke to when
I arrived estimates that the number of dead will double by the end of
the day tomorrow.”

The camera settled back
on the reporter. “We’ve been told that bulldozers are
expected to arrive in the morning to begin digging out mass graves,
something that is completely unprecedented here in the United States.
When questioned about the legalities of this decision, authorities—”

A scuffle off camera
caught the reporter’s eye and he jerked backward.

The cameraman swung
around and Crash could barely make out the figure of a girl in a
hospital gown. The camera lurched wildly. Crash heard shouts, but in
the chaos, he didn’t understand what was happening.

He leaned as far
forward as he could in his chair and tried to make sense of the jumpy
images on the screen. A bare, dirty foot limping toward the camera.
The reporter shouting, “Someone get a doctor.” The sound
of shoes squeaking against the tile floor.

Finally, the image
settled down and Noah could see the reporter reaching out to the
girl. She was definitely a patient. By the bruise-like rings around
her eyes, it was obvious she was infected. But what was she doing
down there in the morgue? 


The cameraman had taken
a spot across the room and his hands were shaking, but at least the
images made sense now. The image zoomed in slightly on the reporter
and the girl.

“It’s okay,
sweetheart,” the reporter said. “We’re going to get
a doctor for you, okay? Now where did you come from?”

The girl, who couldn’t
have been more than twelve or thirteen, reached out as if to take the
man’s hand. Then suddenly, she lunged forward and sunk her
teeth into his forearm. The reporter let out a high-pitched,
terrified scream and tried to yank his arm away from the child. In
his chair, Crash jumped back, startled.

In addition to the
reporter’s scream, the camera picked up a low, rumbling sound.
The man operating the camera must have heard it too, because he swung
around toward the stack of bodies behind him. The moan grew louder. 


The cameraman backed
away, then tripped over something and fell to the floor, screaming.
The screen went dark and Crash sucked in an uneven breath. He brought
a trembling hand to his mouth, trying to make sense of what he’d
just seen. What the hell was happening there? Patients attacking
reporters?

Or worse. Dead patients
attacking reporters.

But that wasn’t
possible, right? That was something that happened in movies and video
games, not real life.

Crash took a second to
breathe and calm the beating of his heart.

Then he started the
video again.




Noah


The sound of hammering
next door was what finally brought Noah out of his trance. When he
went out to see what was going on, he found one of his neighbors
boarding up all of his windows.

“Mr. Mills?”
Noah asked, crossing the lawn. He squinted in the sunlight. Hours of
staring at the data in his dad’s lab had given him a massive
headache.

“Oh, hey Noah,
you startled me.” Albert Mills was a pretty good neighbor. He
was middle-aged, single, and quite a bit overweight. He kept to
himself, but he was a nice guy who always waved and stopped to say
hi. Noah was surprised to see him up on a ladder, hammering plywood
over the upstairs windows.

“Getting ready
for a hurricane?” Noah joked. Mr. Mills didn’t seem to
get it, and he looked at Noah like he was the dumbest kid on the
block.

“I’m
boarding things up and getting the hell out of here. And I’m
not the only one with that same thought,” he said, waving his
hammer toward the street. “If you and your dad are smart,
you’ll do the same thing.”

Noah followed Mr.
Mills’ gaze and saw that he was right. Several families on the
street were already packing up their cars. He raised his hand to
shield his eyes from the bright morning sun. But where were they all
going? No one on earth was safe from this virus. Couldn’t they
see that?

“Did you hear
about Madelyn Sorrows?”

Noah spun around and
stared back up at Albert Mills. His stomach twisted. “Parrish’s
mom?”

“Yeah.”

Noah shook his head, an
unpleasant fear growing in his stomach. “She’s sick?”

Of course, he already
knew she was sick. He’d seen it with his own eyes. He glanced
over toward Parrish’s house. He never should have let her go to
the hospital alone. And why the hell hadn’t he been over there
to check on her? What if she’d been all alone over there for
days?

“Dead,” Mr.
Mills said, taking another nail from his pocket and hammering it into
the plywood. “From this flu or whatever it is. And there are
more, you know. All around town, people are dropping like flies. The
news this morning said they’re burning bodies in mass graves at
the hospital.”

So the burning had
started here, too. Noah had read the directives that all bodies were
to be destroyed to help prevent the spread of further disease.
Hearing it from his neighbor made it hit home, though. It suddenly
seemed too real. He kicked at the grass with his shoe until a large
clump came up, spraying soft brown dirt into the air.

“Where are you
going to go?” Noah asked.

“West,”
Mills said, climbing down from the ladder. He almost lost his footing
and Noah took a few steps forward, as if he could catch the guy.
Luckily, Mills didn’t fall on top of him. “I figure since
the first cases of this virus were reported on the east coast, west
is the best bet. I don’t think it’s as bad out there.”

Noah opened his mouth
to disagree, but then shut it again. Why not let the man have his
hope, right? 


Maybe it was better to
die on the road with hope that you could outrun this thing than to
hole up in your house alone until the end came. Who was he to say?

Besides, he couldn’t
possibly explain everything he’d read over the past twelve
hours. No one would believe him anyway. He still didn’t want to
believe it himself.

“Well, you take
care, man.” Noah said his goodbyes and headed back to his own
house. 


He glanced over at
Parrish’s house again and thought about going over to talk to
her. He kind of understood what she was going through. He’d
lost his mother a long time ago, and it wouldn’t be long before
his father was gone too. Maybe she needed someone to talk to just as
much as he did.

But through the door,
he could hear the sound of his father’s coughs echoing through
the house. He rushed inside to take care of his dad, knowing their
days together were numbered.




Karmen


Karmen was bored. And
completely lonely.

How could Aaron be
dead? She hadn’t heard from her mom since her flight had been
canceled. Were her parents okay? Her brothers? She didn’t even
know what was going on anymore. Out of all her friends, only Kate was
even still responding to text messages. Her mother was sick and her
little brother was dead, but the rest of her family seemed to be
okay.

Karmen kept expecting
this whole thing to blow over and life to go back to normal. Well, as
normal as it could be after so much sickness and death. But how long
could this thing really last, anyway? It had happened so fast that it
only seemed logical it would pass just as quickly. Like a tornado or
something. It comes in, does its damage, and then goes away. There’s
a period of rebuilding and getting back to normal, but eventually,
everything turns out okay.

So when did that
rebuilding part start?

Karmen got off the
couch, tired of watching Buffy reruns. She went up to her parents’
bedroom and fished her mom’s credit card out of her jewelry
box. Shopping always made her feel better. Plus, if she didn’t
get out of this house soon, she was going to go insane. She’d
turned into a slob, eating peanut butter with a spoon and wearing the
same pj’s for three days. She’d actually forced herself
to take a shower and put on some make-up this morning and she wasn’t
going to waste it.

She started down the
stairs, but then turned around and went back into her parents’
bedroom. Since no one was here to tell her no, she might as well make
the most of it.

Karmen went into her
mom’s walk-in closet and stared at the large handbag
collection. With a triumphant smile, she chose a black-patent
Valentino bag with a large bow. She loved this bag and her mom never
even let her so much as touch it. She tossed her black flip-flops to
the side and stepped into a pair of Prada Mary-Janes. Her mom’s
feet were exactly the same size as her own and the shoes fit
perfectly.

She practically bounced
all the way down the stairs. Instead of the keys to her own Toyota,
she grabbed the keys to her mom’s sporty Audi. Her dad had
bought this car as a surprise for her mom this past Christmas. It
only had sixteen hundred miles on it, because her mom had been
babying the darn thing. Well, today, the Audi was going to the mall.

Karmen slid into the
leather bucket seat and closed the door. She breathed in deeply, the
light scent of vanilla combined with new car smell. She gripped the
steering wheel and smiled. This was exactly what she needed today.
Why hadn’t she thought to get out before this? There were
plenty of ways to have fun even if her friends weren’t here to
see it. Besides, she’d probably run into a few people she knew
at the mall. She always did.

And this time she’d
have this super cute bag to show off.

She revved the engine
and hit the button for the garage door. She pulled back onto the
street and squinted at the bright sun. It had been several days since
she left the dark cave of her living room and the sun hurt her eyes.
She opened the glove compartment and reached for her mom’s
cherished Versace sunglasses. Nice.

Karmen put the large
shades over her eyes and took off, her foot heavy on the gas pedal.

It took her about forty
minutes to get to Tysons Galleria. The highway was a mess and she
wished she’d taken the side streets instead. She checked her
watch. It was ten in the morning, so there was no way this was still
rush-hour traffic. Where were all these people going? Most of the
cars looked completely packed, like summer vacation preparation on
crack.

When she finally pulled
in to the mall parking lot, she was surprised to see the place was
almost dead. What the hell?

She parked just outside
the main entrance and walked up toward the double glass doors, dread
growing in her stomach. All she wanted was a few hours where she
could forget all the crap that was going on in the world. She wanted
to take her mom’s credit card and do some serious retail
therapy. But from the looks of the parking lot, she wasn’t sure
the stores were even open. Had they closed down the mall?

She tugged at the door
with caution, but smiled when it opened. Yay! The mall was open. With
a sigh of relief, she pulled off the sunglasses and stuck them inside
her bag.

The air was nice and
cool inside the mall and after nearly an hour on the highway with the
sun beating down on her, she was happy to be indoors. Since budget
wasn’t going to be an issue today, she headed straight for
Saks. Three stories of shopping bliss.

She didn’t pass a
single soul on the way there and she noticed with disappointment that
several of the smaller stores were closed. Notes posted on the doors
said they were temporarily closed due to illness.

Saks was open and
Karmen nearly cheered. Even if she just spent the whole morning in
this one store, she’d be happy. She made her way to the shoe
department, but after choosing six different pairs to try on, she
couldn’t find anyone to help her get the right size. Annoyed,
she called out to the empty store.

“Hello?”

No one came running out
from the back or from anywhere. She checked the desk for one of those
little service bells, but there wasn’t one. This place was just
dead.

Annoyed, Karmen peered
into the back room where they kept all the shoes. “Hello?
Anyone here? I need help with a shoe size, please.”

Still no answer.

Karmen rolled her eyes
and gathered the display shoes in her hands, weaving the straps
around her fingers so she could carry all six pairs at once. Then,
she stepped into the cool room. Shoes were stacked on racks from
floor to ceiling. She navigated through the pairs until she found the
one she liked best—a pair of ultra red heels. She slipped off
one of her mom’s Prada’s and set the red one on the
floor, but just as her foot slipped inside, someone screamed.

The sound made her jump
about a mile into the air.

At first, she thought
maybe the manager had discovered her here in the back and was yelling
at her. But when she looked around, she didn’t see anyone.

Her heart thundered
against her ribs and her mouth went dry. She leaned against the shoe
rack for a second, catching her breath, then peeked around the corner
to see if she could figure out who was yelling.

When she looked out
into the main department store, she heard another scream to her left.
She jerked her head toward the sound, but only caught sight of a rack
of clothes as it toppled over. Footsteps clacked against the tile
walkway in the distance. More screams. Two or three people now.

And another scream
coming from further in the distance. Maybe upstairs?

Karmen backed away from
the door. What the hell?

She stood, frozen, not
sure where to turn. What if this was some kind of mall shooting?
She’d heard of things like that happening before, but she
hadn’t heard any shots. But something was obviously terrorizing
people out there.

A woman ran into view
and Karmen stepped forward again, clutching the door frame. Fear was
plastered across the woman’s face. She kept looking behind her,
her eyes wide and crazed. Something behind her moved among the
clothing racks and Karmen’s mouth dropped open. She looked
away, pretending she hadn’t just seen a man with his face
covered in blood. What was happening?

The woman screamed
again and took off at a run, but somewhere on the other side of a
makeup counter, she stumbled and fell to the ground, out of Karmen’s
site. The woman’s screams were horrifying and something
growled, low and hungry.

Whatever fear had held
Karmen to her spot in the dark back room let her go and she ran. She
darted through the shoes, past the perfume displays and out into the
main mall. Behind her, glass broke and scattered across the floor.
She didn’t turn around. Growls and moans echoed through the
hallway and something that sounded like bare feet slapped against the
floor, running toward her.

She flew through the
mall, retracing her steps back to the main entrance. She pushed
through the doors and out into the sweltering heat of the
mid-morning. When she got to her car, her hands were trembling so
badly, she had a hard time getting the key in the ignition.

After several misses,
she finally felt the key slide in and she turned it, the car roaring
to life. She threw the car in reverse and dared a single glance
toward the entrance. Something inside slammed against the glass
doors, blood spraying against them.

Karmen screamed and
punched the gas, spinning her tires as she sped away.

She took the side
streets home this time, and got halfway there before she even noticed
she was still wearing one red shoe and one black.




Parrish


The sound of her
mother’s voice filled the room. 


Parrish let the beauty
of it wash over her. The recording was from her mother’s last
performance of Madame Butterfly at the Kennedy Center, the year
before Zoe was born. Even though they’d had their
disagreements, Parrish had always loved to hear her mother sing.

For the first time
since her mother’s death, the truth of it all came crashing
down on her. Tears flowed out of her like a river of regret. She
would never get the chance to tell her mother how much she loved her.
Or how sorry she was for every time she’d talked back to her or
complained about her obsession with Zoe’s music.

Parrish sank down to
her knees on the soft carpet of the living room floor.

Sobs shook her body,
and her cries mingled with her mother’s soaring voice. She’d
been so good at pushing everyone away, so scared that if she let them
know how much she cared, she’d end up hurt. But now she was
alone and she’d never really told her parents how much she
loved them.

Un bel di, vedremo
levarsi un fil di fumo sull’estremo confin del mare. E poi la
nave appare.

Her mother’s
voice was so pure beautiful. It echoed deep inside Parrish’s
heart.

What was she going to
do? She was all alone, and she didn’t even know if her father
was still alive. Was Zoe still alive? She’d promised her sister
she would come for her, but how was she going to get there on her
own? She’d been watching the news. The highways were flooded
with people trying to get away from the sickness, but the truth was
there was nowhere to go. The infection was everywhere.

New York City had to be
complete chaos. Everything she’d seen online or the news about
the city said there was looting, car accidents and even fires taking
over parts of the city. How was she going to find her sister in the
middle of all that?

She doubled over and
let her head rest against the floor as she cried. 


Parrish groaned. The
sound began deep in her belly and vibrated up through her ribs and
her chest. She pounded her fists against the floor and let her sorrow
consume her. Nothing would ever be the same again.

A strange burning
coldness on her cheek caught her attention and she sat up suddenly.
She raised her hand to her cheek and there it was again. Frozen
tears.

Confused, she stood up
and walked to the mirror over her mom’s piano. It was smashed
to hell, but there were a few pieces that were still intact. Parrish
stared at her reflection in awe. Her violet eyes looked even more
purple than usual. They seemed to glow deep inside and there was
frost gathering on her eyelashes. She brushed her fingertip across
her lash line and tiny flakes of snow flew off into the air.

Her mother’s aria
finished, drenching the room in silence. The hairs on the back of her
neck pricked up, and Parrish suddenly knew that she wasn’t
alone.

Slowly, she turned her
head to the right. An older man she didn’t recognize stood in
the doorway of her living room. He was dressed in a soldier’s
uniform. Camouflage green with thick black boots. His eyes looked
funny.

Parrish felt an
overpowering urge to flee, but something deep inside calmed her. Her
bones hummed with an energy she’d never felt before. Every inch
of her body was on alert.

“Can I help you?”
she asked. Her voice sounded much calmer than she expected. 


The soldier did not
answer. He just stared at her with his milky eyes. Drool ran down his
chin, and Parrish grimaced. What was he doing in her house? Was he
hurt? Did he need help? Something wasn’t right about him. After
all the recent news about looters, she wondered if he was here to rob
her.

Or worse.

“Take what you
need and get out of here,” she shouted.

The soldier took a step
forward. He walked with a weird limp, and Parrish thought it looked
like maybe he had a broken ankle. It was pointed at an angle that
looked extremely painful, but the soldier didn’t even seem to
notice. How was he even walking on that thing?

From the corner of her
eye, she saw movement on the other side of the room. The front door
of her house creaked open. Stepping back, she looked toward the front
door and saw another figure lurking in the shadows. The living room
had two exits, and now both were blocked by strangers.

The figure in the front
hallway stumbled forward. It was a woman. She had grey hair and was
wearing a blue nightgown smeared with blood. Unlike the soldier,
Parrish recognized this woman as an older lady who lived at the far
end of the subdivision, but she couldn’t remember her name. She
looked bad. Worse than bad.

As the woman staggered
into the room, Parrish saw that her mouth was dripping with dark red
blood. Her eyes were glazed over with a milky whiteness, just like
the soldier. Something was definitely very wrong. Parrish felt her
heartbeat vibrating all the way up through her chest and into her
throat. She tried to take in a deep breath, but it felt high and
shallow.

The soldier took
another awkward step forward. His boot caught on the carpet and she
heard an awful crack as his ankle turned all the way around. She
looked up at his face in surprise, expecting him to react or scream.
Instead, he kept moving toward her, dragging his ankle along the
carpet.

Parrish felt her
stomach lurch, but she swallowed it back. These people looked similar
to how her mom had looked the night she died. Deep, hollow pockets
with dark circles under their eyes. Dried out lips and skin. But they
were different, too. Worse.

Their eyes looked dead
and their skin was almost grey except where the dark bruises made it
look more black or dark purple.

How were they even
walking if they were so sick? Her mother hadn’t even been able
to lift her head toward the end.

“Do you need
help?” she asked, reaching for a large shard of broken mirror
on top of the piano. The old woman’s head jerked toward her
when she moved.

That’s when
Parrish remembered the sword. Her katana lay on the floor just out of
reach.

The old woman took
several steps in Parrish’s direction, her arms reaching
forward. A low moan escaped from her open mouth, blood dribbling onto
the floor. Parrish stepped backward, her back pressed against the
wall.

She didn’t think
she’d be able to get to the sword without getting too close to
those things.

“What do you
want?” Parrish shouted at them, but they still did not answer.
“Get out of here!”

The two strangers
ignored her shouts. They staggered forward with slow, awkward steps. 


Parrish suddenly
realized she was cornered. If she didn’t move now, she wouldn’t
have any where to turn. She didn’t know exactly what the
soldier and the old lady wanted from her, but she knew it couldn’t
be good. The closer the woman got to her, the more she started to
growl. She bared her teeth like a hungry animal, and Parrish got the
creepy feeling the woman wanted to bite her. 


The soldier took
another step, so close now that Parrish could smell his stink. He was
foul, like a rotten melon or a dead rat.

He lunged toward her,
his jaw coming unhinged.

She screamed.




Karmen


The music blasting next
door was driving her insane. Karmen wasn’t exactly a fan of
listening to some woman practically screaming her guts out through a
loud speaker. Especially after the day she’d had.

Outside, it was a
really nice evening. One of those rare summer nights when the breeze
was steady and cool. Karmen had opened the windows in her bedroom
after the sun set and the breeze rolled in. Then, she sank down into
her comfy bed and pulled the fluffy down comforter over her body. It
had been days since she’d really slept. 


Losing contact with
everyone you know kind of did that to a girl.

Now she had this image
of the woman’s face from that department store to deal with,
too. She’d never seen such terror in someone’s eyes. And
what was up with the bloody man?

Like a miracle, she had
actually been able to find sleep despite her gruesome thoughts. For
approximately twenty-eight minutes. Then the music started.

At first, Karmen had
just tried to ignore it. She didn’t want to unravel herself
from her cocoon, so she burrowed in deeper, pulling a pillow over her
head.

But the music was so
loud.

With all of the windows
open, it was practically as if someone was standing in her room
singing at the top of their lungs. She knew exactly where the music
was coming from, too, which only annoyed her more. Who else would be
listening to opera at this hour?

Parrish had been her
neighbor for as long as she could remember. They’d even been
best friends way back when. But ever since they got to middle school,
Parrish had turned into a total weirdo. She stopped talking to her
about normal things like boys and clothes. Instead, she started
pouting and listening to weird music. Her style completely changed
and she just got so depressing. Karmen had no idea what Parrish’s
problem was, but she didn’t care.

She just wanted to
sleep.

Karmen turned over and
pulled the comforter higher over her head, then curled into a fetal
position. Nothing made sense anymore. Maybe if she could just get one
night of good sleep, she would wake up and her parents would be home
and everything could go back to normal.

The music next door
quieted for a moment and Karmen felt her body falling, falling back
into sleep. Then, bam! Another damn screaming high note. Well, she
was sick of it. She thought about calling the police about a noise
violation, but then laughed. After what she saw at the mall and on
the highway today, the police would probably laugh at her over a
noise complaint. She would have to deal with Parrish Sorrows herself.

The covers came flying
off of her body and she threw her legs over the side of the bed. All
she’d bothered to put on when she got home from the mall was a
pair of short pink cheer shorts and a white tank top and sports bra.
She briefly thought about changing her clothes and putting on
something more neighborhood appropriate. But seriously, who could she
possibly run into at almost nine on a random breezy night? Most of
the neighborhood was either dead or halfway to God-knows-where at
this point anyway.

Instead of changing,
Karmen just slipped her feet into her favorite pair of pink flip
flops and stomped down the stairs. She hesitated for a brief moment
at the door to her house. The last time she walked out that door,
she’d managed to walk into some kind of Twilight Zone. Over the
past week, her house had become her own private sanctuary where she
could shut herself in and pretend the outside world wasn’t a
complete freaking mess.

When she left, she had
to face the truth. And it wasn’t a truth she liked very much.

Still, the roaring
sound of the orchestra next door renewed her determination and she
turned the doorknob and stepped outside. Every step she took in the
direction of Parrish’s house fueled her fire. Who did she think
she was anyway? Queen of the neighborhood? Didn’t she realize
there were people still living on this street who were grieving? And
what about the people who were sick in bed and needed their sleep?

Sure, she’d heard
about Parrish’s mom dying. Everyone on the block had heard
about it by now. But being sad didn’t give her the right to
disturb everyone on the street. A lot of people were upset over the
death of someone close to them. Including Karmen. She was alone too,
but you didn’t hear her blaring music at six hundred decibels
when the neighborhood was trying to sleep.

Karmen stomped up the
front steps, ready to knock on the door. Only, the door was already
open. Karmen reached just inside and knocked as loud as she could,
hoping to be heard over the sound of the music.

“Hello?”
she called out. A chill ran down her back as she realized this was a
replay of the scene from earlier.

At her feet, a broken
glass picture frame littered the floor. It was a picture of one of
Zoe’s big performances. Drops of dark red blood were smeared
across the edge of the frame. Something in her stomach told her to
turn and run.

She just wanted out of
this nightmare.

She turned to go, but
then the music stopped. It was as if the sound was sucked out of the
room. Her ears felt like they were stuffed with cotton for a moment.
Then she heard it. The same strange, low growl she’d heard in
Saks.

Karmen turned around
and movement to her left caught her eye. She knew the living room was
just down the hall. Maybe Parrish was inside there. What if she was
hurt? Karmen took one step inside, then heard Parrish’s scream
echo through the house.

She wanted to get the
hell out of there, but what if Parrish was in serious trouble? What
if whatever had been attacking that woman in the mall had followed
her home and was here too?

Going against every
instinct, Karmen ran forward, looking for her old friend.

Parrish was cornered in
the living room behind the piano. Two strangers limped toward her
from different directions. Maybe they were just neighbors, pissed off
like she was at the loud music. Served her right. But the look on
Parrish’s face scared her. It was the same look from the woman
at the mall, her eyes wide and panic-stricken. Her hands were up in
front of her like a shield.

Karmen had no idea what
to do. She couldn’t just leave Parrish there. But she didn’t
want to die or get eaten or whatever the hell had happened to the
people in the mall.

She stepped forward and
glass crunched under her shoe. Everyone in the room turned to look at
her, their eyes drawn to the noise.

“Karmen, get out
of here,” Parrish yelled. “These people are sick or
something.”

But it was too late.
The old woman had already turned toward Karmen. Ugly black sores
marred her face. Her eyes were glazed over. She staggered toward
Karmen, her lips curled up to show her teeth. They looked bloody and
Karmen thought of the woman screaming by the makeup counter.

Karmen took a few steps
backward, her back slamming against the living room’s archway.
She stumbled, then turned to run, but the second she hit the hardwood
floors, her foot slipped on a piece of broken glass and she fell to
the ground, glass digging in to her palms and her knees.

A voice in her head
told her to get out of there! Run! But some part of her was frozen to
the spot. Like in a dream when you want to run, but your legs
suddenly seem to be made of rubber. She couldn’t force herself
to stand up. All she could do was stare down at the blood that
trickled from the fresh wounds on her hands.

The cold hand that
gripped her ankle broke her from her fear. She twisted around to her
back and kicked at the woman in the dirty nightgown. The woman lunged
forward, mouth wide as if she wanted to bite Karmen’s leg.
Hysterical, Karmen screamed and turned away. She didn’t want to
see those teeth hit her flesh.

A crash sounded and the
woman released her grip.

Karmen opened her eyes
and turned to look, shocked that she wasn’t half-eaten by now.
The woman’s lifeless body lay in a crumpled heap near Karmen’s
feet. Parrish stepped over the woman, a bloodied sword in one hand.
She reached out her hand and Karmen took it, her legs weak as she
stood.

“What’s
going on? Where did you get a sword?

Parrish looked down at
the woman. “I’m not sure what’s happening. I think
they’re infected with the virus. Maybe it’s mutated or
something. I think—”

A groan sounded behind
them and Parrish turned around, swinging the sword. Karmen couldn’t
believe the strength and accuracy she had with that thing. The edge
of the blade sliced into the soldier’s side, sending him to the
floor.

“Run!”
Parrish shouted. 


Parrish took off
through the front door, but Karmen felt like she was running in mud.
Her legs weren’t cooperating with her, and she stumbled over
the blue rug in the entryway. As she hit the floor, she felt the side
of her right leg burst into flames. The hot sting of pain traveled up
her bare leg and she felt tears spring to her eyes.

Frantically, she clawed
at the wall, trying to find something to hold on to so she could pull
herself up. When she looked down at her leg, all she could see was a
steady stream of blood pouring from a wound. A large piece of glass
stuck out from the side of her leg and she reached for it, wanting it
out of her.

Her fingers slid
against the slippery surface of the glass and she cried out in pain.

The woman in the
nightgown lifted her head, her milky eyes staring at the blood with
the lusty look of hunger. She scraped her nails against the carpet,
pulling herself forward an inch. Behind the woman, the soldier stood
up, his broken ankle cracking as he took a step forward.

Karmen began to crawl
toward the front door. Oh God, she was going to die here. Why did she
ever leave the safety of her own house? She wanted nothing more than
to be watching reruns, sitting on the couch and zoning out with a jar
of peanut butter in her hands.

She felt a whoosh of
air across her face and saw a streak of color pass by. Amazed, she
watched as Parrish practically flew down the hallway, then planted
her boot in the soldier’s face. When the guy didn’t fall
to the ground, Parrish twirled around and delivered a roundhouse kick
to his face. From the sound of it, she broke his nose in the process.


The soldier’s
face erupted in a gush of thick blood. Only his blood wasn’t
red and bright like Karmen’s. It was almost black, and it was
thick like a milkshake. It was just too much to handle, and Karmen
blinked her eyes, the world spinning before her.

“We’ve got
to get out of here,” Parrish said, grabbing her arm and jerking
her upward.

Karmen clawed against
Parrish’s grip, but the girl wasn’t letting go.

Parrish dragged her
from the house and into the cool night air. And as if the two
infected people in Parrish’s house weren’t scary enough,
they found six more just like them on the front lawn.




Noah


Someone was pounding on
the door upstairs.

A fierce nausea gripped
Noah’s stomach. Had someone finally come for his father? Did
they know what was happening?

Taking his hands from
the lab’s computer keyboard, Noah glanced over at his dad. The
emails from headquarters had been coming in pretty close together
lately, wanting to know how his research was going and whether he had
any hope of finding answers. What was Noah supposed to tell them?
That his dad was sick? That there were no answers?

He just let his dad’s
emails pile up, unanswered.

And now they had come
for him.

With heavy feet, Noah
trudged up the stairs. He had no idea what they would do to his dad
now, but Noah knew that nothing could be worse than what had already
happened.

The pounding grew
louder, more frantic. Then he heard a girl scream, and his body went
suddenly cold with fear. That wasn’t some government official
coming to take his father into quarantine.

Noah sprinted down the
corridor and flung open the front door. Parrish must have been
leaning against the door with all her weight, because she tumbled
inside, pulling Karmen with her.

“Shut the door!”
Parrish grabbed the edge of the door and pushed it closed.

“What’s
going on? Are you hurt?” Noah scanned her body, looking for any
injuries. There was blood on her hands. “Are you okay?”

“No, we’re
not okay, boy genius,” Karmen muttered. He turned to look at
her and saw that her legs and hands were covered with blood. “There
are infected people out there trying to eat us.”

Noah’s heart
stopped cold. “What?”

Two days ago, he might
have laughed at her. Told her she was insane. The infected trying to
eat people? Wasn’t that only something you saw in movies? But
after what he’d seen, he knew she was telling the truth. He
just hadn’t expected it to happen so fast. Not here. With
trembling hands, he pushed the curtains aside and looked out into his
front yard.

He counted eight
infected. And they looked hungry.

He needed to act fast.
Contain the situation before it was too late. “Were you
bitten?”

Karmen looked at him
like he was crazy. “Excuse me?”

“Your wounds,”
he said, motioning toward her bleeding leg. “Were. You.
Bitten?”

The impact of what he
was asking finally seemed to sink into her blonde head and she
slumped against the wall. She kept shaking her head back and forth,
not exactly answering him. He turned his attention to Parrish
instead.

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,”
she said, pressing her back tight against the door. Then to his
surprise, she laughed. “Actually, I’m not fine. I don’t
know why I said that. Conditioned response, I guess. To be honest,
I’m very much not fine. I’m completely freaked out.”

“Do you know if
either of you were bitten?” He asked again. If they were
bitten, he didn’t have much time. Plus a couple of the infected
had made it to the front door. He could hear them stumbling around
out there on the stairs. Pretty soon they would get frustrated.
Violent. He’d watched enough footage in his dad’s
confidential files to know that they needed to barricade the doors
and windows as fast as possible.

“No,” she
said. “We’re okay. Karmen fell on some glass and cut her
legs, but neither one of us were bitten. Are you saying you think
those people are contagious? Do they have the flu?”

“There’s no
time,” he said. Outside, the undead began pounding on the door.
“We need to get the doors and windows barricaded. Then we can
talk. Follow me.”

“Wait,”
Karmen said. She had her hand pressed to the side of her leg and her
face was twisted in a grimace. “I need someone to pull this
glass out of my leg. It’s bleeding pretty bad and it hurts.”

When she moved her hand
to the side, Noah stared at the size of the piece of glass embedded
in her thigh. It was huge. How had she even walked over here with
that stuck in her leg?

When he pulled the
glass out, her leg was going to bleed worse. Noah tugged off his belt
and placed it around her leg just above the wound. He bound it as
tight as he could around her thigh. He stood and pulled off his
shirt, pressing it to the wound. He needed to clean off some of the
blood so he could see what he was dealing with.

“Parrish, can you
grab some peroxide from under the bathroom sink?” He glanced up
at her and caught her staring at his bare chest. She looked away,
raising an eyebrow before darting toward the hall bathroom. In any
other situation, he might have smiled, but he needed to stay focused
on Karmen’s leg. “Hold still.”

Karmen closed her eyes
and gripped the banister at the bottom of the stairs. “Just do
it,” she said.

He wrapped a clean part
of his shirt around the glass and slowly slid it from her leg. She
bit down on her lips and moaned in pain, but at least she didn’t
scream. Screaming might bring more of the infected. They seemed to be
attracted to loud noises.

Parrish came back with
the peroxide and he opened the bottle and poured it over the top of
the wound. With quick jerks, he tore his t-shirt into long strips of
fabric. He created a bandage for her, then pressed it gently against
the open wound.

His hand felt suddenly
ice cold and tingly. Then, he felt as if he could somehow pull some
of the pain from Karmen’s leg. It was a strange feeling.

“How do you feel?
Can you walk?”

Karmen’s
shoulders relaxed a little bit. She nodded. “It actually feels
a little better now, thanks,” she said. “I can walk. Help
me up.”

Parrish reached for
Karmen’s hand and helped her up.

The girls followed him
to the back of the house where he had piled a bunch of spare wood
he’d gathered from the shed out back. He’d brought it in
on a whim after he’d talked to Mr. Mills next door, not really
expecting it to come to this. Now he was glad he had.

“Grab as much of
this wood as you can and bring it to the front of the house.”

In the hall closet, he
found a hammer and a bag of nails, then hurried to meet the girls.

He tossed the hammer to
Parrish and told her to start boarding up the windows. Karmen sat
down on the floor at Parrish’s feet, handing wood and nails up
to her as she worked.

He grabbed a second
hammer from the garage and got to work on the doors. Some of the
infected had already reached the front door and were pounding on it,
but they didn’t have enough strength to break through.

Between the two of
them, they had the entire bottom floor of the house boarded up within
half an hour. He was surprised at how strong he felt. It usually took
him at least three or four pounds to hammer a nail into a piece of
wood, but for some reason, tonight he was pounding them in with a
single hit. Maybe his adrenaline was just pumping hard enough to give
him that extra burst of energy.

When they were
finished, he grabbed three bottles of water from the fridge and
brought them into the living room where Parrish and Karmen had
settled on the couch. He handed them the water, then sat down on the
coffee table facing them. He’d been working so hard, sweat
trickled down the center of his back and he realized he hadn’t
even taken the time to put on a fresh shirt.

Karmen took the water
but didn’t open it. She just laid her head against the back of
the couch and curled her bandaged leg under her body. From the looks
of it, the bleeding had stopped. They’d need to keep a close
eye on it to make sure it didn’t get infected, though.

Parrish downed the
water, then crushed the bottle in her fist. When she met his eyes, he
didn’t look away. He just held her gaze while something flipped
in his stomach.

“So what now?”
Parrish asked. “What do you think happened to those people?”

Noah cleared his
throat. He knew a lot more than most people right now because of his
dad’s security clearance, but just how much did he want to
share with them? He couldn’t take them down to the basement
where his dad was. He didn’t want them to see how sick his dad
had become.

Besides, the actual
truth about what happened to the infected outside sounded like
something out of a horror film. He wasn’t even sure they’d
believe him if he told them.

“You know my
dad’s a doctor right?” he asked.

Parrish nodded. For
security reasons, most people who knew his dad thought he was just a
normal doctor. They had no idea he worked for the CDC or that he
studied and tested vaccines.

“He works for the
CDC,” he said.

Karmen lifted her head
from the couch and studied him. “You’re kidding me? So
you knew about this virus the whole time? How dangerous it was?”

He looked at Parrish,
guilt tearing him apart inside. He really should have come to see her
after that night with her mom.

“I knew something
was going on that night the guy collapsed in front of Parrish’s
house,” he said. “My dad works downtown a lot and wasn’t
really able to tell me what was going on, but I knew it was bad. I
just didn’t realize how bad.”

“Is that where he
is now?” Parrish asked. “At work?”

Noah swallowed, then
looked down at the bottle of water in his hands. He moved it from one
hand to the other, nodding. “Yeah, he hasn’t been home in
days,” he lied. “I haven’t been able to reach him.”

“Do you know
what’s going on with those people outside, then?” Karmen
asked.

“I have a
theory,” Noah said, looking up. “But it’s crazy.”

“I think the bar
just got raised on crazy,” Parrish said. She untied her boots
and pulled them off her feet. She was wearing socks that came up to
her thighs and a short black skirt. She tucked her feet underneath
her on the couch and Noah realized he’d never actually hung out
with her like this.

He also realized she
wasn’t going anywhere any time soon.

He really wished this
had happened under different circumstances.

“I think this
virus, whatever it is, killed those people,” he said, deciding
to just blurt it out, no matter how crazy it sounded. It was the
truth. “And then it brought them back.”

Karmen snorted. “That’s
beyond crazy. That’s just impossible.”

Parrish’s
expression didn’t change. “Brought them back how?”

“I have no idea,”
he said. “All I know is that their hearts stopped and they were
dead for a little while, and then suddenly, they weren’t.”

“You’re
talking about zombies, then?” Karmen asked. “Just say it.
We’ve all seen the movies. But that’s fiction. Something
like that couldn’t happen in real life. There has to be
something else going on with them. Maybe the infection just scrambled
their brains. Like mad cow disease or something.”

“No one with mad
cow disease ever tried to eat anyone,” Noah said.

“How do you know
for sure their hearts stopped?” Parrish asked.

He avoided her eyes. “I
just know.”

“And if they bite
you, you can get infected? Is that why you asked us about the bites?”
she asked.

“Yes, I was able
to access some of my dad’s research on his computer and most of
the reports are saying that even if you were immune to the initial
virus, a bite from one of these infected zombies appears to put the
virus directly into your bloodstream where your immune system can no
longer protect you against it.”

“Jesus,”
Parrish said. She put her head in her hands.

Noah wanted to move to
the couch to sit by her. If Karmen wasn’t there, he might have.
But instead, he just stood and paced the room in front of the
fireplace.

“I still don’t
buy it,” Karmen said.

“Then how do you
explain it?” Noah asked. She could really be such a know-it-all
sometimes. Of course she didn’t believe what he had to say.
Still, he doubted she had a credible theory of her own other than
saying he was wrong.

She shrugged. “I
don’t know. This is just some weird mutation of the disease.”

He rubbed the back of
his neck. They were both right, really. Even with the information
that he’d read so far, no one had been able to pinpoint exactly
what the original virus was capable of. And it didn’t seem like
every single person who died had come back to life as one of these
mindless flesh-eaters. Only some of them.

He wanted answers, but
he wasn’t the scientist. His dad was. And his dad couldn’t
help him now.

One of the windows
toward the front of the house shattered and an infected scratched at
the exposed wood. All three of them jumped up, ready to fight, then
relaxed when they realized the boards had held and the infected were
still safely outside the house.

“Look, we’re
all on edge and we’re all exhausted,” Noah said. “None
of us are going anywhere tonight, so why don’t you both go
upstairs and get some sleep. We can try to come up with a plan and
talk through this in the morning.”

“What are you
going to do?” Parrish asked.

He walked over to his
dad’s gun cabinet and searched along the top of it until his
hand made contact with the small metal key. The cabinet held six
different shotguns. They were mostly hunting rifles his dad had
inherited from his brother when he died. They probably hadn’t
been fired in six or seven years, but Noah was pretty sure they still
worked. He pulled open the drawer at the bottom and grabbed a box of
shells.

He also pulled out a
lockbox that held his dad’s .45.

“I’m going
to keep the first watch,” he said. “If anything breaks
through one of the windows or doors, I’m going to shoot it.”

It. He’d used the
word without even really thinking, but those things out there, they
weren’t really people anymore.

“One of you can
sleep in my dad’s bed,” he said. “The sheets are
clean and no one’s slept in there since last Friday. The other
can take the guest room. Dad’s room is just after you get to
the top of the steps on the right. The guest room is to the left,
down the hall. Second room on the left.”

“What about you?
Don’t you need sleep, too?” Parrish asked.

He shrugged. “I’ve
got so much going through my mind right now, I don’t think I
could sleep even if wanted to,” he said.

Parrish nodded. “I
know exactly what you mean.”

“You should at
least try to get some rest,” he said. “I’ll wake
you up if anything interesting happens.”

“I’m not
sure I’ll be able to get up the stairs on my own,” Karmen
said. “My leg is still pretty bad. Don’t suppose you guys
have any painkillers in this house?”

Noah laughed. “Maybe.
My dad had a root canal a couple months ago. I think he might have
some pills left over from that.”

Karmen sighed. “Thank
God. I need it.”

“I’ll carry
you up and then see if I can find them.”

He lifted Karmen into
his arms and was amazed at how light she felt. Not that she was big
by any means, but still. He didn’t even have to exert himself
at all to lift her off the ground and carry her all the way up the
steps.

He set her down on his
dad’s bed as gently as he could and she hung on, hugging him
tight when he tried to let her go.

“Thanks for
letting us stay over,” she said in his ear.

“It’s no
problem,” he said. “I’m glad we’re all
together.”

He searched his dad’s
medicine cabinet and came back with a bottle of Vicodin. Karmen took
the bottle and popped one of the small white pills into her mouth,
swallowing it without even a drink of water.

“Thanks,”
she said. “You could come lay down with me if you wanted to.”

Noah cleared his
throat. What was he supposed to say to that? Karmen was gorgeous, but
she wasn’t the one he wanted to be with.

He decided to not say
anything at all.

He checked the bandage
and as soon as he was sure the bleeding had stopped, he loosened the
belt from her leg. By the time he was done putting on a new bandage
he’d found in the bathroom, she had fallen asleep.

When he came out of the
room, he shut the door carefully behind him.

He turned to find
Parrish standing in the doorway of the guest room.

“Thanks for
taking us in,” she said. “If you hadn’t opened that
door, I’m not sure what would have happened to us.”

“We’re in
this together now,” he said. “I promise I’ll do
whatever I can to keep you safe.”

And he meant it. For
some reason, he’d felt connected to her since the first day he
met her. What were the chances with half the world sick and dying
that they’d both be immune and that she’d have ended up
here with him like this? Something inside him said it hadn’t
been chance at all.

“Get some rest,”
he said. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

Parrish nodded, then
disappeared into the guest room. Noah waited until he heard her door
safely click closed, then went downstairs to start his first watch
against the night.




Crash


Crash woke with a
start. His body jerked from the shock of his dream and he nearly fell
out of his chair. He’d fallen asleep in front of his monitors
again. Lately, he’d been glued to them like his life depended
on it.

And didn’t it?

He closed his eyes and
rubbed them with the back of his hand. Holy crap, what was that all
about? Maybe he needed to lay off the energy drinks for a while.

He’d been
dreaming of someone hiding in a dark place. A closet, maybe.

He could feel their
fear as if it were his own.

Outside, noises of a
fight made them shiver and whimper. He wanted to help them. He
couldn’t see them because the inside of the closet was so dark,
but he knew them all the same. The fifth.

It wasn’t the
first time he had dreamed of the fifth, but in his dreams, he could
never quite see them.

He sat up straighter
and tried to shrug off the feeling of fear and loneliness.

On the six main
monitors, he had set up a grid of information. YouTube on one screen,
email on a second, prepper forums loaded in tabs on the third
listening for any recent news on the virus, a hacking program he’d
written running on the fourth monitor constantly trying to break into
a CDC database, local news playing on monitor five, and finally, on
the sixth and center monitor, he had a map up of the affected zones.

The prediction software
he’d created had come back with a very scary outlook for the
future. According to the information he’d been able to pull
from various news organizations and websites, he estimated there were
over two billion people worldwide who had already died from this
virus. Another billion were currently sick and most of those would
probably be dead within a week. That was nearly half the world’s
population.

Gone in a matter of
weeks.

A quick search through
YouTube showed nothing new since he’d fallen asleep three hours
ago, but a beeping sound drew his attention to the fourth monitor
with a snap.

“You’ve got
to be kidding me.” He shook his head, then ran his palm up and
down over his face, making sure he was really awake and not dreaming
this.

Then he started
laughing.

He was in. Screw those
guys who’d said it was impossible to hack the CDC. He couldn’t
believe it. He was really in. And he honestly had no idea how he’d
done it. The idea for how to create the program just sort of came to
him.

He dragged the CDC
database to the main monitor and started typing. Searching. He needed
to find their main files on the so-called super-flu before someone
realized he was poking around and shut him down. Hell, he’d be
lucky if a SWAT team didn’t come crashing through his door in
the next ten minutes.

His heart raced and he
sat up on the very edge of his chair. His fingers flew over the
keyboard faster than he’d ever dreamed he could type. Damn, the
adrenaline pumping through his veins was better than any drug he’d
ever tried. This was pure energy right here.

He searched their main
files for any possible mention of the virus, but it wasn’t
there. Impossible. They had to have files on this. But where? As far
as he could tell, no one had even named this virus yet. So what
exactly was he looking for?

He paused, fingers
hovering above the keys as he worked through it.

In the news, everyone
was calling this virus the super-flu, but there wasn’t a single
reference to it that he could see. If there was a technical name for
this virus, he hadn’t seen it referenced anywhere. 


So what were they
calling it?

He tried reorganizing
the files according to when they were last modified, but nothing on
the virus came up and he didn’t have time to search through all
of these files. There had to be thousands stored here in the main
database.

He looked at the time
counter. He’d already been in for three and a half minutes. If
he was lucky, he had another minute and a half before someone at
security realized he was there and shut him down. For all he knew,
they could be running a tracer program right now. He’d have to
disconnect at five minutes no matter what.

He thought of his
dream. The image of that little girl with the flower in the snow. 


His eyes widened as a
new password box popped up on his screen.

He wasn’t even
sure where it had come from. It was like just because he wanted to
find it, it had appeared.

Above the keyboard, his
hands began to tremble. His breath caught in his throat and his mouth
gaped open. As soon as he saw the box, a string of numbers and
letters had appeared in his mind. He had no idea where it came from,
only that it was there, clear as day.

He was almost scared to
type it. Scared it would work.

He could hardly
breathe.

Crash lowered his
fingers to the keyboard. He had to at least try it. He had no idea
when he would ever get a chance like this again. Carefully, he
entered the password in his mind.

Q1X4TnOs5!Ip355xow#M

An impossible
combination. The string was so long, his own hacking program never
would have been able to crack that, even if they had ten straight
years to work on it.

His pinky shook
slightly as he pressed the enter key. He knew there was no way it
could possibly work.

But it did.

Crash opened his eyes
wide as the secret files revealed themselves to him.

“Holy crap!”
He jerked out of his chair, standing up and lifting his fists high
into the air. “No freaking way.”

He had no idea how or
why, but some little voice deep in his brain told him to move quickly
and ask questions later. He sat back down in his chair and got to
work.

He started a program
that would copy the entire folder to his hard-drive, then sat back
and watched as the files copied to his computer. The progress bar
moved fast despite the large size of the drive and he thanked the
solid state hard-drive he’d shelled out big bucks for just a
few weeks ago. That and his twelve gigs of RAM.

He bit his lower lip
and tapped his toes against the cold cement floor. He glanced over at
the timer. 4 minutes 50 seconds. He had less than ten seconds before
he’d have to pull the plug to make sure no one caught him.

Go, go, go.

Five gigs of info left
and only ten seconds. Impossible.

He willed the bar to
move faster and it did. The progress zoomed from seventy percent to a
hundred in the blink of an eye. He shook his head. That was
impossible. Something must have glitched.

The timer beeped and
blinked huge red numbers, showing three, two, one…

Crash hit the kill
switch, his heart racing in his chest.

He’d done it.
He’d hacked one of the most confidential systems in the country
and he’d actually managed to take the data he wanted with him.
But he was sure something had messed up there toward the end.

There was no way the
data had downloaded faster just because he’d told it to.

He opened the new file
on his hard drive and looked through the file names. He couldn’t
believe it. Everything was there. He’d copied the entire
folder.

How was that possible?
How could twenty gigs of information download to his system in less
than thirty seconds? His system was fast, but nothing was that fast.

He stood up, placing
his hands behind his head. He paced in the small space behind his
computer system. He couldn’t even make sense of it in his head.
If he was looking at all the facts, he would say he’d just
dreamed up the code to unlock one of the most highly protected files
in the world.

But that was impossible
right?

A twenty digit password
that just popped into his mind at will? It was ridiculous.

He put his hand on his
forehead to check for a fever. He was definitely flushed, but he
wasn’t sick. There had to be some other explanation. Like maybe
he’d seen that code somewhere else online during his research.
Or maybe it had been some kind of secret code his subconscious mind
had put together.

Yeah, it had to be
something like that.

He wasn’t crazy.

Well, maybe he was a
little bit crazy. He’d been couped up in this stupid basement
for the past two weeks without leaving once. He’d barely slept
and had been staring at computer monitors almost 24/7. That was bound
to make even the most rational person a little bit loopy. And his
sanity had already been questionable at best.

He sat back down in his
ratty green chair and stared at the copied drive.

He sent a quick message
to Atomic, telling him he had the files.

All the answers he’d
been looking for were right there on his computer. Just like that. He
got up and started a pot of fresh coffee, then grabbed another energy
drink out of his mini-fridge. No more sleep tonight.

Tonight he was going to
find out the truth about this virus.




The Witch


“Wake up.”

The young witch opened
her eyes to darkness. She remembered setting up camp in a large blue
house, but there was no one for miles. She had made sure of that
before she slept.

“Who’s
there?” she asked. Regular humans posed no real threat to her
now that her magic was growing, but she couldn’t afford any
interruptions now. Not when she had such an important task to
complete.

Plus, she knew if
anyone got in her way, she’d have to kill them. She didn’t
like killing.

Annoyance crept over
her as she listened in the darkness. All she wanted to do was get a
good night of rest so that she could press on in the morning. She’d
been traveling on foot for days, following the stone like the Dark
One had taught her to. The closer she got to the guardians, the
warmer the stone felt in her hands and the brighter the marks glowed.

Each of the five marks
referred to one of the guardians. From the way the stone glowed, it
looked like three of them were close to each other already. That
would make her work finding them easier.

“Awake, my
faithful servant. Come and speak with me.”

A dim light flickered
in an adjoining room, and the young witch opened her eyes wider. The
voice had called her a faithful servant, and she only had one master.
A master whose voice she’d only heard in dreams. She swallowed
and stood up from the bed she’d made on the floor with her
cloak.

Following the flicker
of light, she made her way to the next room and gasped at what she
saw.

A tall human female sat
at the kitchen table next to a glowing candle. From the rancid smell,
the witch could tell that the woman was dead. Or rather, undead. The
body had already begun to decompose and there was a wound on her arm
that ran with yellow puss.

“Who are you?”
the witch asked. She’d seen these undead servants roaming
around ever since she’d killed the man. She had never heard one
of them talk before, though. Nothing more than meaningless moans or
growls, anyway. But this one had known her for who she was. Had
called her servant.

“Why do you ask
me questions you already know the answer to? Do you dare waste my
time when I have chosen to visit with you?”

A shiver ran up the
young witch’s spine. Without thought, she threw herself onto
the floor, bowing her head toward the undead woman. “I didn’t
realize,” she cried. “How—”

“My power is
growing with each new day,” the rotting woman said. The Dark
One spoke through her. “I can feel it coursing through me with
each new life that is taken. And as I suck the life from the living,
I give it back to the dead, making them rise up as my servants. One
at a time, I’m taking control of this world. But I need the
guardians’ power. I need to infect them with my virus so that I
can steal their power from them like I have the rest of humanity. If
I could have their power, I could finally free myself from this
prison of ice.”

“I am close,”
the witch said. “The stone is glowing brighter every day.”

“You are not
close enough.” The corpse turned its head toward her and she
could see that one of its eyes were missing. A large worm crawled
through it and the witch looked away in fear. “Their powers are
awakening. Can’t you feel it? They won’t understand them,
of course. They have no memories of who they used to be or the many
lives they have lived. Now they will begin seeking each other out.
They will feel drawn to each other in ways they do not understand,”
the Dark One said. “You must find them before they complete
their group. Three are already together. Soon, they will join up with
the fourth. You must find them before they become five. Do this for
me and I will reward you.”

“But how can I
find them?” she asked. “I’m already doing all I can
by following the stone.”

“You are a
tracker,” the Dark One said. “Has no one taught you of
your own abilities in all your sixty years?”

The witch opened her
mouth. A tracker?

“How do you think
it was that you knew exactly where Tobias Prague had gone that day in
the woods? You knew by instinct, didn’t you?”

The witch nodded. She
had known which way he went without knowing how or why.

“This is a part
of the power you were born with,” the Dark One told her. “In
your dreams, you will begin to see the guardians more clearly. As you
see them, you will begin to be able to track them. You will begin to
see them. To know them. You will even be able to see into their
minds. Their dreams.”

The witch shook her
head. She didn’t have that kind of ability. She wasn’t
strong enough.

“Do not doubt
yourself,” the Dark One said. “It is only by believing in
yourself and trusting your natural instincts that you will begin to
fully embrace your destiny.”

The witch burned with
the desire to please the Dark One. She yearned to live up to what
this great necromancer believed she was capable of. She would do
anything—sacrifice anything—to please her.

“I will not fail
you.”

The candle on the table
blew out and the corpse’s eyes dimmed, glazing over with the
milky blue of the mindless.

With great speed, the
young witch dressed, packed her things, and headed back out on the
road in search of the guardians.




Parrish


Sunlight streamed in
through the window and Parrish’s eyes fluttered open
reluctantly. Disoriented, she looked around the room, trying to
remember where she was. Then she spotted a picture on the wall of the
guest room. Noah and his father.

They were sitting in a
boat together, holding up small fish and smiling ear-to-ear. Noah
looked to be about ten or eleven in the picture.

She smiled, then
remembered why she was here and not at home, and the smile faded.

How late had it been
when she had finally drifted off to sleep? After midnight for sure,
but it was easy to lose track of time these days. Each day ran in to
the next with no real schedule or purpose. Staying alive seemed to be
the only purpose left.

Parrish slipped out of
bed and walked over to the window. She peeked through the blinds,
scared of what she might see out there. How many more infected found
them in the night?

But there was no one in
sight. The street was empty and the front yard looked almost normal
except for some trash that had blown into the yard from a toppled
trash can next door.

Someone knocked on the
door and Parrish turned just as Noah opened a small crack in the
door. His eyes traveled from the bed to the window, then he smiled.
He looked tired.

“Hey,” he
said softly. “I wasn’t sure if you were up yet. I made
some coffee downstairs and thought maybe it would be a good time for
us to sit and talk if you’re up for it.”

Parrish looked back
through the blinds. “What happened to the infected?” she
asked. “Did they leave?”

Noah opened the door
wider and came to stand beside her at the window looking down. His
arm touched hers and butterflies stirred in her stomach. She moved an
inch to the side, not ready for that feeling.

Noah glanced her way,
then put his hand in his pocket. “As soon as the sun came up,
they all headed inside,” he said. “I don’t think
they like the natural light for some reason.”

“How long ago was
that? Have you been up all night?”

He shrugged. “Mostly,”
he said. “When the last one left, I laid down on the couch for
a little while, but I’m not sure I really slept.”

Silence passed between
them. Noah shifted his weight, then pulled his hand from his pocket.

“Listen, I’ve
been wanting to talk to you about the other night,” he said.
“With your mom.”

Parrish swallowed and
turned away, pretending to study something outside. She didn’t
really want to talk about that night.

“I’m really
sorry I didn’t go with you to the hospital,” he said. “I
feel terrible for just letting you drive off alone. I meant to come
talk to you after you got home, but I never got the chance.”

“It’s
fine,” she said, a lump forming in her throat. Tears stung the
corners of her eyes, but she pushed them back. If she started
thinking about all the things worth crying over, she might never
stop. “You were really brave just to come over there with
everything you already knew about the virus. You risked your life to
help me.”

Noah touched her arm
and the spot tingled with the warmth of his touch. Part of her wanted
to pull away, but part of her wanted to lean in to him. To throw her
arms around him.

“I should have
done more,” he said. He cleared his throat and ran his thumb
back and forth across her skin. “Parrish—”

Something crashed
downstairs.

A moment of panic
rushed through her. What if those things had gotten through the
boarded up windows? What if she hadn’t nailed them in tight
enough? She ran, Noah close behind her on the stairs.

When they got
downstairs, they ran through the hall, into the living room and
finally, to the kitchen. They found Karmen standing beside the
island, surrounded by a pile of pots and pans, flour on her face and
pancake batter in her hair.

Parrish wanted to kill
her. “What the heck are you doing down here? You scared us to
death with all that banging.”

Karmen looked up,
pouting. “I’m trying to be sweet and make breakfast,”
she said. “I can’t find the right kind of pan, though.
Noah, what the hell is up with your kitchen? Nothing is where it
should be in here. It’s like every cabinet I open has some new
disaster behind it.”

Noah laughed. “No
Mom, remember? It’s been just me and Dad for a long time. We
don’t really cook.”

“Then why do you
have all this stuff?” Karmen gestured to the pots on the floor.
“Obviously someone cooks.”

“No, not really,”
he said, hopping up to sit on one of the bar stools. “When we
moved here, the house was already furnished. I don’t think
anyone’s opened those cabinets in years.”

“Lucky me.”
Karmen used her right hand to brush her hair from her eyes and left a
giant glob of pancake batter on her forehead. The three of them
looked at one another, then burst out laughing.

*

An hour later, they sat
at the dining room table, remnants of a huge breakfast feast on their
plates. 


Parrish stretched, then
reached for her coffee cup. “Gosh, I haven’t eaten like
that in a week,” she said. “I’ve been living off
cheese and crackers at my house.”

“Peanut butter,”
Karmen said. “I’ve eaten two entire jars of peanut butter
all by myself this week.”

Noah laughed and
Parrish studied him from the corner of her eye. Even tired, he was
gorgeous. His dark blond hair curled slightly on top and his brown
eyes were almost golden when he smiled.

“That was so
good, Karmen. Where did you learn to cook like that?” he asked,
throwing his napkin down on top of his leftover chocolate chip
pancakes.

“I have hidden
talents,” Karmen said with a wink. “Believe it or not, my
grandmother taught me to cook years ago before she got sick.”

With the mention of the
word sick, everyone grew quiet. As much as she wanted to pretend that
this was just a happy Saturday morning get-together with friends,
Parrish couldn’t ignore the fact that there were boards over
the windows for a reason.

“What are we
going to do?” She looked both of her companions in the eyes,
hoping at least one of them had some good ideas about what happened
next.

“What do you
mean?” Karmen asked. “We’re staying here until
someone comes to get us.”

Parrish rolled her
eyes.

“No one’s
coming to get us,” she said. “Half the world’s
population is sick or dead from this virus, and now half or more of
those people are trying to eat the few of us who are still alive.
It’s every man for himself out there.”

As the words left her
lips, Parrish immediately thought of her sister in New York City. She
was all alone up there as far as Parrish knew. She didn’t think
there was any way their father had recovered from the sickness. And
what if it was worse? What if he’d turned in to one of those
things that had attacked them last night? How would Zoe survive
something like that?

She needed to get to
her sister. But how? New York would be the worst possible place to be
on the planet right now.

“Don’t be
silly.” Karmen rose from the table and started collecting
plates. “Someone always comes. We just have to wait this out.
Once the government gets this figured out and under control, they’ll
send in the Army or National Guard or whatever.”

Noah grabbed more
plates and followed her in to the kitchen. “It’s not that
simple.”

“There’s
not going to be any more government. No Army. No police.”
Parrish turned on the water in the sink and took a plate from the
stack of dirties. “There’s just going to be people like
us. Random survivors spread all over the country, fighting against
whatever these things are.”

“That can’t
be right,” Karmen said. Her shoulders slumped. “I mean,
how can that be right? There are billions of people out there. They
can’t all be dead.”

Parrish wasn’t
sure if she wanted to hug her or strangle her for being so naive. “At
this point, who really knows what the world looks like? All you have
to do is look outside on this street, though, to get some kind of
idea. How many people do you think are still alive right here in our
little neighborhood? How many people have you seen walking their dogs
or driving to the store?”

Karmen closed her eyes
and put her head in her hands.

“We have to be
realistic,” Noah said, passing a plate Karmen’s way. When
she refused to take it and put it away, he reached over her and
opened the cabinet, putting the plate away himself.

Parrish almost laughed
at the irony of the situation. No parents to tell them to do the
dishes and yet, here they were, cleaning up after themselves.
Voluntarily.

“It’s
possible no one is coming to help us for a very long time,” he
said. “Possibly never. We need to come up with some kind of
plan for how we’re going to survive this thing.”

“How much food do
you have in the house?” Parrish asked. It was the first thing
that came to mind. As long as they had food and water, they could
hide out here for months if that’s what it took.

Noah crossed over to
the pantry and opened it. He frowned. “Not much,” he
said. “I told you we don’t really cook. We get delivery a
lot. There’s a ton of frozen food, though. Here and in the
chest freezer outside. The problem is if we lose power, we’ll
lose all of that.”

“Lose power?”
Karmen screeched. She stomped her foot like a child who wasn’t
getting her way. “Don’t you think you guys are both
overreacting just a little bit?”

“No,”
Parrish said. Karmen was getting on her last nerve. “Don’t
you remember what we went through last night? Can you seriously not
see what’s going on in the world? If we’re going to
survive, we have to be smart and think ahead.”

“Well, I think
the smartest thing to do is turn on the TV or the radio and see what
the news is saying,” she said. “Surely someone out there
has a plan they want us to follow. The best place to tell us about it
would be on TV or the internet or somewhere public. I think we should
check there before we start making grand predictions about losing
power and living off the land or whatever.”

Parrish, to her own
surprise, actually thought this was a good idea. Not that she wanted
to give Karmen the satisfaction of thinking she’d been right
about something. “Maybe turning on the TV or the radio isn’t
the worst idea you’ve had.”

Unfortunately, when
they flipped on the big screen in Noah’s living room, every
channel held the same message. A black screen with white text read:

Survivors are
instructed to stay in their homes. Do not open your doors to
strangers. If someone in your household is sick or infected,
quarantine them to a single room in the house and board up the doors.

Parrish stared at the
screen, a feeling of dread rumbling in her stomach. This was the best
advice the government could come up with? Stay inside and board up
the doors. They’d done all that on instinct and they were just
a small group of teenagers. Couldn’t the best minds in the
country come up with something a little more creative?

They really were all
alone.




Karmen


Three days later,
Karmen stood in the middle of the large walk-in closet. She shook her
head in disappointment. There was absolutely nothing wearable in
there.

She reached for the
closest rack and started pulling shirts down the rod one at a time.

Noah’s dad had
nothing but brown suits in here. The same brown suit in variation,
over and over again. She didn’t see a single t-shirt or casual
polo. Nothing. There was a stack of plain white undershirts in one of
the middle cubbies, but when she pulled it out and held it over her
body, she shook her head. She looked inside at the tag. XL. Great. It
might as well have been a tent.

She opened the drawers
looking for boxers, but those were way too big too. They just slid
right down and she wasn’t about to wear a fifty year old man’s
boxers with a belt. Yuck.

She thought about
asking Noah for clothes. Most guys thought it was sexy when a girl
wore their clothes. But both Noah and Parrish had been keeping to
themselves the past few days. No one was really talking to each
other.

She needed her own
clothes, and that was that.

She’d been
wearing the same white tank top and pink shorts for the past four
days. She’d washed the same pair of underwear four times in the
sink. She was done. She needed fresh clothes. Noah and Parrish had
ganged up on her last time she’d mentioned it, saying it was
too risky for her to go over there. They didn’t care that those
things only came out at night. No, they swore it was too dangerous
because there was no way to know if one of them had wandered into her
house.

But she knew she’d
locked all the doors. There was no way one of those things had gotten
inside. It wasn’t like they had keys or anything.

She’d made her
mind up, and she didn’t care what they had to say about it.

In fact, she wasn’t
even going to tell them she was going. They’d just talk her out
of it or try to scare her. But it was ten in the morning. There
wouldn’t be any infected wandering around this early,
especially when the sun was shining as bright as it was today.

Karmen tiptoed down the
hall and listened in at Parrish’s door. She was in there
playing Mozart again. Her favorite sleeping music. Parrish had been
staying up at night, watching the rotters walk back and forth under
the street lamps. Then she’d sleep half the day away. It was
weird.

But with Parrish
asleep, it was the perfect time to go out.

Noah was downstairs in
the basement. Again. She’d seen him sneak off down there
sometime around eight this morning, which usually meant he wouldn’t
show his face until lunchtime. She had no idea what he was doing down
there all the time, but whatever it was, at least he was out of her
hair for now.

The guy was weirder
than she ever knew. Hot, but weird.

No one would even know
she’d gone. All she had to do was figure out the easiest way in
and out of the house. The front door was too barricaded to ever go
out that way. There had to be at least fifteen boards across the
front. But the back only had five. She could remove those boards and
make her way around the back of the house, through the back gate.

It seemed better than
trying to squeeze through one of the windows.

The garage door was out
because it would make too much noise going up and down. The back door
was her best choice.

She grabbed the hammer
and went to work, being as quiet as she could as she pulled the nails
from the boards.

It took longer than
she’d planned, but as soon as she had all the boards removed,
she unlocked the door and walked out into the back yard. She stood on
the steps for a few seconds, letting the summer breeze warm her skin.
She’d been in that house way too long without any fresh air.

She crossed behind the
house and unlatched the gate, then walked into the side yard. She
instantly felt exposed. As if every rotter in the neighborhood was
now watching her cross the lawn, looking at her juicy skin and
wanting a taste.

She glanced down at the
wound on her leg. It had actually been healing faster than she
expected, but what if they could smell the old blood on her or
something?

She shuddered, almost
turning around. But then she thought about having to wear the same
panties for the rest of her life and kept walking. When she crossed
the street, she actually looked both ways out of habit, then laughed.
They hadn’t seen a car come through here in the past two days.
They’d heard squealing tires and a crash last night, but
nothing since.

Everyone was either
locked up in their houses, barricading themselves against the
infected; or they were dead. Like her parents probably were by now.
She’d left her cell phone in her house, so she had no idea if
they’d tried to call her, but she wasn’t holding her
breath.

Good riddance to her
dad, but she was really going to miss her mom.

It felt so weird to
walk up the front steps of her own house. She never came in this way.
They always parked in the garage or the side of the house and came in
through that side entrance. The front door was hardly ever used.

But that’s where
they kept the spare key. She’d dropped her own house keys
somewhere in Parrish’s house and wasn’t about to go back
over there to look for them.

She lifted the fake
flower from the pot next to the door and reached underneath to grab
the little black key box. Relief flooded through her. It was still
there.

Of course, why wouldn’t
it be? It wasn’t like the rotters knew how to find keys and
open doors. She’d tried not to pay much attention to them, but
Parrish had been watching them every night and reporting back on
their behavior, so she knew they weren’t exactly the most
intelligent things in the world.

Still, she was glad the
key was there. She tossed the fake flower to the ground and slid the
key in the lock.

The inside of her house
was freezing and she hugged herself, rubbing her hands across the
skin of her arms. She must have left the air on high this whole time.
Not that it mattered. Who was really going to come asking her to pay
the power bill? The world had gone to shit. They might as well enjoy
air conditioning while they still had it.

She opened the hall
closet and grabbed her suede coat off the rack. She pulled it on,
knowing she had to look completely ridiculous and almost wishing
there were people alive who still might care about something like
that.

She went up the stairs
and straight to her own bedroom, throwing herself on her waterbed.
She loved that bed. Noah’s dad’s bed wasn’t
completely uncomfortable, but it wasn’t her own bed. She missed
her own sheets. Her own pillows. Her clothes. Her music. Everything.

She sat up and looked
around.

Why couldn’t she
just stay here? She could probably stretch what little food was left
in the kitchen to last her a couple of weeks. And she had everything
she needed here. Her own shower. Her curling iron. Her makeup. Plus,
she had full cable here. No more of that basic cable crap she’d
been forced to watch at Noah’s. Sure, some of the daytime soaps
were fine, but she hated not having access to her favorite reality
shows and fashion tips. He didn’t even have a computer at his
house unless that was what he was keeping in hidden in the basement
this whole time. Totally lame.

Besides, if she stayed
here, she wouldn’t have to deal with an emo Parrish Sorrows.
What was that girl’s problem anyway? She was a dark cloud
hanging over everyone at that house with her black clothes and her
doomsday prophesies. That girl needed an attitude adjustment. It was
hard to believe they’d actually liked each other at one point.
Karmen couldn’t see a single thing the two of them had in
common anymore.

And she definitely
didn’t like the way Noah kept looking at Parrish. There was
something in his gaze that made her so mad.

Karmen had thought
being locked in a house with him for a few days would be a dream come
true, but he’d been acting strange lately too. Besides the
whole end-of-the-word stuff and the mooning-over-Parrish stuff, he’d
been strangely distant, always going down in that basement to do
God-knows-what. Of course, he was still completely crush-worthy, and
the two times she’d caught him with his shirt off had made the
whole camping-in thing worth it as far as she was concerned.

Still, she missed her
things.

She got off the bed and
went in to the bathroom. She took her time brushing her teeth with
her own toothbrush and toothpaste. She washed her face with her
favorite cleanser. Brushed through her hair. Yeah, this was nice. She
glanced at the shower. Did she have time?

If she was going to
stay here, she could take all the time she wanted, but she at least
needed to go back over there and tell them what she was doing. Plus,
she couldn’t just leave Noah’s back door open.

Maybe she’d just
grab a few of her things and stay over at his place for another day
or two. See where things went from there. It was possible the
National Guard or someone would come after them before then, right?
There was talk of it all over the television.

The stations has
started playing reruns on most channels, but every once in a while, a
message or news bulletin would pop up. Survivor camps were being
mapped out in strategic locations, they’d said. Soon, they
would be sending helicopters and buses for all the survivors so that
everyone could live in safety with plenty of food and water and other
supplies.

Parrish and Noah had
been wrong about that. The government was still in control and as
soon as they got things organized, they were coming for all of the
survivors. When that happened, she might not have time to come back
over here and get her things. She’d better grab what she needed
now just in case.

Karmen reached under
her bed and hauled out her large pink suitcase. Nestled inside was a
smaller suitcase and an overnight bag. She set the two bigger ones on
her bed and carried the overnight bag into the bathroom. She emptied
her entire makeup drawer into the bag, then collected all of her
shampoo, shaving gel, razors, lotion and things on the counter. She
was tempted to just dump it all in the bag and move on, but she knew
from experience that all it would take is one bottle of shampoo to
pop open and everything inside would be ruined.

She couldn’t risk
it. Not with these possibly being the last supplies she’d have
for the next few months. There were big plastic storage bags in the
kitchen that would help her keep things from leaking all over. She
ran down the stairs to go get them, but the second she entered the
kitchen, she knew something was off. Goose bumps prickled her skin
despite the fact she was still wearing her coat.

She flipped the switch
on the wall and the room flooded with light. The floor beneath her
feet was streaked with dirt and dark red blood. She followed the
streaks to the back door, then covered her mouth as a scream caught
in her throat.

The back door stood
open and she had a clear view of the backyard. Muddy footprints
covered the walkway around the pool, coming from the back edge of the
yard up onto the back porch.

Karmen spun around,
looking to see where the footsteps led inside the house. The mud
streaked across the kitchen floor and into the hallway. How had she
not seen this when she’d first walked in?

With her hand still
clamped tight over her mouth, she followed the trail.

She stepped into the
hallway and jumped as someone walked by the front door, blocking the
light from the outside.

Karmen stared at the
figure, not prepared to face one of those things by herself.

As the figure took a
step toward her, the room began to spin.

“Todd?” she
whispered.

Her brother stood at
the end of the hall, his arm mangled and bloody. His eyes were
milky-white. Karmen couldn’t even scream. All she could do was
stare at him. He took a step toward her and she felt herself being to
lose it.

She willed herself to
stay awake and alert, but she’d already lost control. She was
going down.

She fell to the floor,
losing consciousness as the footsteps rushed toward her.




Noah


“Karmen?”

Noah ran toward her as
she fell to the floor. He’d seen the terror on her face just
before she lost consciousness.

What had she been
thinking, coming here alone?

He shook her gently by
the shoulders and called her name again, but she was out.

She’d probably
seen him and thought he was one of the rotters. And she was lucky he
wasn’t one of them. Here in the cool darkness of this empty
house, it was the perfect place for a group of them to hide out.
Hadn’t he and Parrish warned her several times about coming
over here?

Stupid.

That’s when he
noticed the streaks of blood and dirt on the carpet. Crap. Some of
them had gotten inside for sure. He needed to get her out of here.

“Karmen?”
He shook her harder this time and her eyes fluttered open for a brief
second, then closed again. “Come on,” he said. “We’ve
got to get out of here.”

She moaned, but didn’t
open her eyes. He didn’t have time to wait for her to come-to.
There was no telling if whoever had gotten in here was still hiding
out somewhere in the shadows or not. He’d have to carry her.

He took her arm and
threw it over his shoulder, then put his other hand under her knees.
He lifted her from the ground, noticing again how light and easy she
was to carry.

He brought her out into
the warm sunlight, kicking the door closed with his boot.

Overhead, the sound of
helicopters. Lots of them.

Noah squinted against
the sun. At least half a dozen helicopters passed over him, dropping
flyers that fluttered to the street of the neighborhood. Soldiers sat
at the very edge, machine guns in hand. It looked like four or five
in each one.

Noah stood still,
watching as they passed. Part of him was relieved to see enough
people alive to still form some kind of army, but part of him was
confused about why they were up in the air instead of on the ground
helping them. Where were the soldiers come nightfall?

He put most of Karmen’s
weight against one hand, then bent down to pick up one of the flyers.
He stuck it in his back pocket. He’d read it later. For now, he
needed to get them both inside and out of danger. It was still hours
from getting dark, but they were better safe than sorry.

Quickly, he walked back
across the street to his house and through the back door. He set
Karmen down on the couch in the living room, then went to secure the
door again. This time, he nailed on twice the number of boards.

When he was done, Noah
went back into the living room and sat down on the coffee table,
staring at Karmen as she slept.

He was pissed. How
could she be so careless? What if she had gotten attacked over there?
She’d be dead for sure. And if he hadn’t seen the back
door open in time, the rotters could have just walked right in to his
house and gotten him and Parrish too. They’d all be dead, just
like that.

He ran a hand through
his hair. Of course, he was the hypocrite here. Wasn’t he the
one putting them all in danger?

Exhausted, he sat down
in the large leather chair next to the couch. Somehow he’d
ended up in this position where he was taking care of these two
girls. He felt responsible for them, but he also needed to do what he
could to take care of his dad.

Remembering the
helicopters, Noah reached into his back pocket and pulled out the
piece of paper they’d dumped all over the area.

MANDATORY EVACUATION

This area has been
contaminated by people infected with the super-flu. Survivors who are
showing no signs of illness are required to report to McLean Memorial
Hospital for transport to a designated safe zone. There will be food
and shelter provided.

Each citizen will be
checked for fever, bites, festering wounds and other signs of
infection. Anyone who does not pass the initial inspection will be
denied transport.

Everyone will be
allowed to carry one small bag of belongings with them. Please think
carefully when choosing items to bring with you. Bring only
necessities. No weapons will be allowed in the safe zones unless you
are a registered active duty military or decorated veteran of the US
Military. This includes items such as scissors and knives.

All survivors are
required to report to their designation pick-up point before 3:00
P.M. on Thursday.

This evacuation is
mandatory.

Noah’s hands
trembled as he read the notice.

He thought of his
father in the basement, his stomach sick.

They had four days to
evacuate. Or what? He knew there had to be more to it. Would they be
bombing the area? Coming in with guns and killing everything that
moved? Surely they weren’t planning to just leave the world to
the rotters without some kind of plan.

The nightmare just kept
getting darker. Noah stood, then placed a blanket over a sleeping
Karmen. He needed to talk to her and to Parrish about the evacuation,
but for now, he just wanted another few hours with his dad.

He headed down to the
basement, careful to lock the door behind him.




Parrish


Parrish brewed a pot of
coffee and waited.

He couldn’t stay
down in that basement forever.

She didn’t even
bother sitting down at the table. She just poured herself a cup,
fixed it up with cream and sugar, and planted herself at the island
in the middle of the kitchen staring straight at the locked basement
door.

Noah had been acting
strange ever since they first got here. Sneaking down to the basement
at all hours. Always locking the door behind him. And when she’d
asked him what he was doing down there, he’d fumbled over his
words, saying he just needed some time to himself.

Parrish wasn’t
buying it. Seriously, who had a security system with a key code on
their basement door? It was all very Batman. Or evil villain. She
wanted to know which.

So she waited.

The evacuation notice
lay on the countertop. Why hadn’t he come to her with this?
She’d been upstairs sleeping, but this was too important to
ignore. They only had a handful of days to come up with a plan.

And what about her
sister? She still hadn’t given up on her. If she’d kept
her door locked, there was a chance she was still alive. But for how
long?

More than half an hour
and two cups of coffee later, the basement door finally opened. At
first Noah didn’t notice her. He locked the door and pulled it
closed, then turned to the key pad to the left of the door.

“Wait,” she
said.

His fingers froze over
the lighted keys. He didn’t turn toward her, but she could tell
by his tense shoulders that he wasn’t exactly happy to hear her
voice.

Parrish left her spot
behind the island and came over to stand behind him. “I want to
know what you’ve got hidden down in that basement.”

Noah’s shoulders
rose and fell as he took a deep breath. His fingers dropped from the
keys and he turned. “I told you,” he said. “It’s
just a bunch of family stuff like photo albums and stuff of my mom’s.
I just like to go down there and be by myself for a while. Get my
head on straight.”

“Bullshit.”
Parrish took a step closer to him. No one kept photo albums and old
sweaters behind locked doors. “What’s really down there?”

He swallowed hard, his
eyes tensed. He shook his head. “I don’t want to talk
about it.”

She raised an eyebrow.
Her heart beat loud in her eardrums. “You have to. If I’m
going to stay here with you, I have a right to know what’s in
the basement,” she said. Her cheeks flushed. She was pushing
him, but she needed to know.

He looked away and her
heart raced faster. 


“Noah?”

He closed his eyes and
turned back to the door. He balled his hand into a fist and pressed
it against his forehead as if he’d suddenly gotten a terrible
headache.

“I can’t,”
he said, his voice a whisper this time.

Parrish leaned back
against the island. Was she doing the right thing? Whatever was down
there had him all turned around. Should she just let it go?

She shook her head. She
needed to know, even if it was hard for him to tell her. If they were
going to make decisions as a group, they needed to be honest with
each other.

She stepped toward him,
hesitating briefly before she wrapped her palm around his wrist and
pulled his hand away from his face.

He opened his eyes and
looked at her. The tears in his eyes sent a jolt of fear through her
veins. This was serious.

“I’m
sorry,” she said. “I know it’s really none of my
business. You saved my life by letting me into your house, and I owe
you big for that. But at the same time, the world around us is
completely messed up. We’ve all lost everyone and everything we
ever cared about in this world. Right now, all we have is each other,
and if we can’t be honest with each other, then we might as
well be alone.”

She glanced toward the
basement door.

“Whatever it is,
you might feel better if you show me.” She still hadn’t
loosened her grip on Noah’s wrist and he hadn’t tried to
move away. “I need to know what’s down there.”

He stared at her, his
eyes moving over her face, searching. Finally, he pulled his wrist
away from her and turned around, entering the password into the
keypad.

With a click, the
basement door opened.







Part III: The Fifth








The Boy


The boy was hungry. It
had been almost a week since he’d last gone out for food and
water, and he’d been careful to make it last. He was dreading
going back out into the streets.

The screams in the
night were so scary. Even when he closed himself in the back closet
and pulled blankets over his head, he could still hear them.

How many days had he
been alone? At first, he’d tried to mark the passing of the
days on an old calendar he found, but he got behind somewhere and
lost track.

Two weeks, maybe?
Three?

He was used to making
due with little food. His mom hadn’t always had the money to
buy much. But he was so hungry. He wasn’t sure how many more
days he could go without eating. His favorite pair of shorts fell off
when he put them on and he’d had to use a piece of rope to tie
them on so they didn’t fall when he ran. In the mirror, his
eyes looked sunken in and dark. He looked dead. Like them.

He needed food.

With trembling fingers,
he pulled the heavy curtain back from the window. He peered down at
the street below. The bright sunlight hurt his eyes. He’d
gotten so used to the darkness. At night, he was too scared to turn
on the lights, afraid they’d see him and come after him.

A man staggered through
the barren streets, not concerned with the sunlight. Every once in a
while, the boy saw one that didn’t seem to mind the sun. One of
the man’s legs was badly rotted, but he limped along anyway.

One was not a problem.
The boy was fast enough for one. It was the packs he was afraid of. 


As long as he stayed
out of the shadows, he’d be okay. He just had to be back home
before it got dark.

The trick would be
finding a grocery store that still had food and wasn’t infested
with the walking dead.

His head turned from
side to side as he scanned the street below. Sometimes the infected
packed together like bees in a hive. One loud noise and they were
suddenly awake and coming for you. They walked slow, but if there
were enough of them, they could block you in. He had to stay alert
and be careful. One wrong step and he might become one of them.

Or worse.

The boy sucked in a
ragged breath as he thought about the last time he had seen another
uninfected human. He wasn’t sure how long ago that had been.
Three or four days ago now.

He was going to get her
attention. To see if she needed a place to stay for the night. But
before he could climb down, he saw a stirring of movement from the
corner of his eye. The woman had been standing near a darkened
doorway.

Didn’t she know
better than to stand so close to such a darkened doorway without a
light or a weapon of some kind?

The boy had chewed on
his lip, desperate to call out to her, but unable to find his voice.
It had been a long time since he’d had anyone to talk to. He’d
held his breath tight in his chest, praying for her to move safely
down the street. To be free of that dark doorway.

But he’d only had
to wait a breath. A single moment. Then they were on her. A pack of
them descended on her like wolves. He’d heard her scream. It
echoed through the deserted streets like the wail of a siren.

The infected had
swarmed her, lumbering up from their sleeping place in the darkness.
Her rummaging must have awakened them. The smell of her human flesh
must have stirred them from their slumber.

The boy had turned away
as the infected sank their teeth into her sagging flesh. Her red
blood spilled onto the sidewalk like a sacrificial lamb. A human
sacrifice.

He closed his eyes and
took a deep breath. Just the memory of it scared him. He wished he
could just stay inside, away from the dark places.

But he needed to eat.
His stomach hurt so bad and he felt so very tired.

He looked out again and
weighed his options. He might be able to make it another day or two
on the food and water he had left, but what if it rained tomorrow? Or
for the next week? There was no way to tell when he might have
another sunny day like this where there were so few of them about.

He was going to have to
go out today. He would get enough food to last for a month if he had
to.

There was a little red
wagon on the corner. He’d been eyeing it for a couple of weeks.
Some other kid had left it there when they were playing. He could
carry a lot of food in that wagon.

With careful packing,
he put a bottle of water and a pack of peanut butter crackers into
his small backpack. This was the last of his food, but if he got
stuck somewhere and couldn’t make it home, at least he’d
have something to eat.

He looked around, then
added a baseball bat he’d gotten when he played tee-ball last
year. He slung the bag over his shoulders and took a deep breath.
There were only a few out today. He would be okay. The sun would keep
him safe.

He pulled the curtain
further back and secured it with a rope. He yanked the window open
and climbed out onto the ledge. He didn’t like to go through
the hallways, even during the day. It was way too dark in there. A
hive could be lurking on the stairways or in one of the apartments.
The infected didn’t seem to mind the lights inside. It was only
the sun they hated.

The boy preferred to go
out the window. He let down the long home-made rope he’d made
with torn bedsheets and his mother’s old dresses and climbed
down. He shot down the rope so fast, any onlooker might have missed
him. He was a streak of black with his black skin and his black jeans
and t-shirt.

When he reached the
street, he crouched down and looked around, still as a statue, but
ready to race back up the rope if he caught any movement in the
shadows. After a few minutes, he relaxed a little bit, then looked
over at the little red wagon. It would slow him down, but think of
all the food he could put inside.

He bit his lip. What
should he do? If he got into trouble, he would have to leave it
behind.

Better not to take the
risk.

He clutched his stomach
and waited for the sick feeling to pass. His head pounded and his
mouth was so dry. 


He would just fill his
bag to the limit. It would be enough.

With lightning speed,
he raced down the street, leaving a trail of disturbed trash in his
wake. It took him less than five minutes to get to the supermarket.
His legs could take him faster than any car, especially now that the
streets were blocked with wreckage.

He’d noticed he
was fast the day after his mom died. At the time, he’d been
sure he would be next. He’d spent that day huddled in the
closet in his mother’s bedroom. The sweat poured off of him,
because his mother hated to spend money on air conditioning, even on
the worst days. He’d stayed in the closet with a blanket over
his head, not wanting to think of the rotting body in the next room.

When he’d finally
crawled out, his muscles had ached with the pain of so many hours
spent with his legs curled up tight toward his body. He stretched and
felt the blood flow back into his poor limbs. Ever since then, he’d
been able to run fast. He wasn’t sure why. It just was.

And he’d gotten
faster. With every day that passed, his legs seemed to move just that
little bit faster until he was running faster than he’d ever
dreamed.

The boy stopped in
front of the large supermarket he’d gone to once with his mom
on the bus and pulled his backpack from his shoulders. He reached
inside until he found his flashlight. He switched it on with a click.
He only used it when he absolutely needed to go inside a dark, new
place. Back in his room, he had a stash of batteries, but he didn’t
want to waste the light.

He turned the beam
toward the front door, careful to check for any of the infected who
might be lurking inside in the darkness. Not seeing any movement, he
opened the glass door and walked in, his backpack slung across one
shoulder. As an afterthought, he reached down and jammed a small rock
in the door to hold it open. Just in case.

Today, he was lucky. He
was glad he’d made the longer trip. Cans lined the shelves,
untouched. He filled his bag to the brim, but it wasn’t big
enough. Maybe he should have brought the red wagon after all.

He looked longingly at
a shopping cart. If he could only fill one of those with food and
water, he wouldn’t need to leave his apartment for a very, very
long time.

Licking his lips, he
decided to fill the cart with as much as he could push. The cart
would slow him down, but if he ran into trouble, he could grab his
pack and make a run for it. Then, he could always come back for the
cart later when it was sunny again.

Half an hour later, he
was pushing the cart down the street. He couldn’t run with all
that extra weight in front of him, but he kept a steady pace, and two
hours later, he could see the white rope hanging from his window in
the distance. His heart leapt and he smiled a toothy smile.

Home.

That night, for the
first time in a week, he ate until his belly was full.




Parrish


Oh my God.

Parrish couldn’t
believe her eyes. How could this be happening? It was one thing to
see a bunch of strangers stumbling around outside, but this? Someone
who had been in her house a dozen times? Someone she’d lived
across from for the past six years? She thought she was going to be
sick.

Behind her, Noah paced.

His sneakers squeaked
against the pristine white tile.

Parrish stepped closer
to the glass, then raised her hand to her mouth, willing her stomach
to stop churning. Noah’s father stood on the other side of the
Plexiglas, his hands leaving a greasy film where they beat against
the divider. His skin was dull grey and dark purple sores dotted his
arms and face. His eyes had the same milky film she’d seen on
the other infected.

She dared another step
closer, hoping to see some light of recognition in Dr. Vincent’s
eyes. Would he know her? Could he still speak? Was it even still him?

One more step and the
man’s focus seemed to shift. His milky eyes turned toward her
and he growled at her like a rabid dog. Drool dripped from his
cracked lips and he began to beat hard on the glass.

Parrish backed away,
turning her head. She didn’t want to look anymore.

Noah put a hand on her
shoulder, but she pulled away. She leaned against the top of a desk,
breathing in and out. Her ears felt like they were filled with cotton
and she struggled to straighten her vision. She should really try to
keep it together for Noah’s sake. This was his dad. He deserved
better. But she couldn’t control her reaction. Her stomach
churned and the room began to spin.

“You said you
wanted to know,” Noah said.

She nodded, but she was
afraid to speak. Afraid her voice would crack or grow hysterical.

She glanced over at
Noah’s father again, not wanting to believe it was real.

Noah leaned patiently
against the edge of a desk, giving her time to take it all in. His
head hung low and he picked at a frayed spot on his jeans.

God, how hard must this
be for him? What if she’d had to see her mother raise up from
the dead and turn into one of these snarling, hungry animals?

“How long has
he...you know...been like this?”

“Since the day
before you moved in,” Noah said. “He’d been sick
for a few days and then his heart just stopped beating. An hour
later, his eyes opened again. I got lucky and was able to trap him
inside the room.”

“Does he still
know who you are?” She had so many questions, she wasn’t
sure what order to ask them in. She was anxious to know everything
Noah knew, but she kept it to one question at a time. She wanted to
give him a chance to explain. It was hard to believe he’d been
carrying this on his shoulders this whole time.

“I don’t
know,” he said. He shook his head. “I don’t think
so.”

His voice trailed off
and Parrish searched his face.

“Shit. I’m
so sorry. I didn’t know.”

Noah shrugged, then
looked over at his father, pain written across his features.

Parrish looked down at
her hands. They were shaking.

“So, what do we
do now?” Her voice cracked.

Noah didn’t
answer her, and the question hung in the air between them.

“We need to talk
about the evacuation order,” she said finally. “I
completely understand if you don’t want to leave your dad here.
I have no idea what’s going on with Karmen’s family at
this point or if she’s hoping to find them, but my sister might
still be alive in New York. I had planned to go up there and try to
get here, but now—”

“Come on,”
he said, nodding toward the stairs. “Let’s go wake Karmen
up and talk this through.”

She followed him up the
stairs, chancing one last look at the zombie behind the glass.




Karmen


Karmen
scrambled backward, knocking over the lamp on the end table.

Her
eyes opened wide, remembering the image of her brother’s
decomposing face.

“Hey,
it’s okay,” Noah said. “You’re safe. We’re
at my house. Everything is okay.”

Karmen
looked around, then rubbed her eyes. Her pulse raced, but as she
focused in on Noah and Parrish, she realized where she was and
started to calm down. Todd wasn’t here. She pushed the blanket
from her legs and studied her skin, searching for bite marks.

She
sighed with relief and relaxed back into the cushions on the couch.
She was okay.

Then
she moaned. Crap. What happened to all her stuff?

“What
happened? Did you grab my clothes and things from my house?”

Noah
sat on the coffee table and shook his head. “No, sorry,”
he said. “When I found you, you were passed out cold and there
were muddy footprints all over the carpet. Did you see any rotters
over there?”

Karmen
swallowed. She didn’t want to talk about it. She didn’t
want to tell him about Todd. She felt stupid enough as it was for
even going over there alone.

“No,”
she lied. “I can’t believe you came all the way over
there and didn’t grab any of my bags.”

She
stood up and slammed her hands against her legs. This seriously
sucked.

“Can
we go back?”

“No
way,” Parrish said. “Not today, anyway. It’s going
to be dark soon.”

“You
never should have gone over there by yourself in the first place,”
Noah said. “What were you thinking?”

Karmen
rolled her eyes. “I was thinking I was tired of wearing the
same clothes for a week straight.”

Parrish,
at least, had been wearing layers. She had a skirt, a t-shirt, socks,
a vest, and a tank top.

“There’s
something else we need to talk about first,” Noah said. “Come
over here and sit down, please.”

Karmen
crossed her arms in front of her chest and sat back down on the
couch. She hoped she wasn’t about to get another lecture from
them about staying inside. She wasn’t going to ever go out on
her own again. They could count on it.

Parrish
handed her a sheet of paper and Karmen read it, her eyes growing
wider with every line.

Her
face broke out in a huge smile and she jumped up on the couch,
cheering. “I told you someone would come for us,” she
said. “Yes!”

She
shook her butt and danced, but then looked down and realized the two
worry-warts were sitting there looking all depressed.

“What?”
she asked. “You can’t seriously be upset about this.
After everything else we’ve been through, this is good news
folks. The government is still around. We’re being rescued.
What’s not to love?”

“It’s not
that simple,” Parrish said. “If we go to the safe zone,
we’re giving them complete control.”

“So?” Geez,
that girl could find the negative in any situation.

“So, we won’t
be allowed to leave, no matter what it’s like there,” she
said. “They could turn it into a slave camp and we wouldn’t
be able to protest.”

“A slave camp?
Are you being serious right now? Why would they do that?”
Karmen asked.

Parrish shrugged. “I’m
not saying that’s the best example or that they’re going
to do that to us, I’m just trying to make the point that they
will own us.”

“They’ll
also take care of us,” Karmen said. “Food. Water. Safety
in numbers.”

“My main worry is
that they said no weapons,” Noah said. “What will we do
if the camp we’re in gets overrun or something? We’ll be
sitting ducks without any kind of weapon.”

He had a point, but
Karmen thought both of them were worrying too much. “The
soldiers will have weapons,” Karmen said. “We won’t
have to take care of ourselves or kill the zombies. They’ll do
it for us.”

The room grew silent
and Karmen let out a long sigh.

“Are we debating
whether or not we’re going? Or just talking through how we feel
about it?” she asked. “Because I’m going. With or
without you guys.”

No one said anything,
but Parrish and Noah exchanged another look.

Karmen was tired of
their meaningful looks. She felt left out and she hated it. She
wondered if any of their other friends would be at the camp. She was
dying to know if Kate was okay. And Melinda. Maybe they would be
there.

But were Noah and
Parrish really thinking it was a bad idea?

She stared down at the
evacuation notice.

They had to go. “This
is our chance at some kind of normal life,” she said, laying
back against the couch.

“Life isn’t
ever going to be normal again,” Parrish said.

But Karmen still wasn’t
ready to believe that.




Crash


He
was having another one of those very real dreams.

This
time there was some kind of camp. A military unit of some kind.
Tanks. Hummers. Jeeps. Even a Bradley. In the distance, he could hear
jets flying overhead.

There
was a long line of people waiting at a check-point. Doctors examined
each person, then either admitted them or sent them away. Crash
wasn’t sure, but it looked like some kind of quarantine
procedure.

A
disturbance near the back of the line made everyone scatter. Z’s.
Zombies. Dozens of them. No, hundreds. They came marching through,
drawn to the smell of human flesh.

The
soldiers did what they could to contain the threat, but there were
just too many of them.

The
camp was overrun in less than an hour. Bodies littered the floor of
the parking lot.

That’s
when the three of them arrived. In his dream, Crash could see them as
clear as if they were standing right in front of him.

A
beautiful blonde with legs for days. A tall guy carrying a large
backpack and a shotgun. A girl, dressed very cool and punk in her
combat boots and skirt. 


These
three were his purpose. The ones he’d been waiting on. The ones
he’d been preparing for all this time. Somehow, he was
connected to them. Somehow, he had to find them.

Just
before he woke up, a sign appeared in the dream. McLean Memorial
Hospital.

He
knew it. It was in one of the rich suburban areas in Virginia, west
of D.C. Crash lived in Trinidad, one of the more dangerous spots in
the nation’s capital, but it was cheap and it was home.

When
he awoke, he felt filled with purpose.

Somehow,
he was going to have to get in touch with those three.

He
got up from his small bed in the corner and woke up his computers.
Then, he started work on trying to hack in to the military’s
communications hub.




The Witch


The witch studied the
purple stone.

Three of the five
symbols were connected with a small rope of light. It had been that
way from the beginning. From the first moment she’d held it in
her hand.

Overnight, though, a
fourth symbol had become connected to the other three. The Dark One
had said they would soon meet up with the fourth. The rope connecting
them was thin and dim, but it was there. Only the fifth remained
completely disconnected and alone.

The witch was running
out of time.

The Dark One would not
be pleased with her. The group would soon become four and their
powers would strengthen. Their journey toward each other had already
begun in some small way. They would be drawn to each other, even if
they didn’t know why. Circumstances would bring them closer and
they would feel a strong pull to find each other. It was simply the
way the magic worked.

When the guardians
sealed the Dark One deep inside the earth, they made a sacrifice.
Instead of going back to their own world, they would stay here. They
would live and die and be born again, over and over for eternity.
Their powers were dormant. Sealed inside of their bodies until they
were needed.

If the Dark One ever
awakened, the guardian’s powers would also begin to awaken.

By now, all five of
them would have discovered some level of new ability. They might not
recognize it for what it truly was, but soon they would begin to
piece it all together. And if the five of them ever joined up, their
memories would come back to them. Their purpose would become clear
and their powers would become strong.

She couldn’t let
that happen.

The Dark One needed
more time. More strength.

Once she was free, the
guardians wouldn’t be able to stop her. Not again. The witch’s
job was to keep the guardian’s apart until her mistress could
free herself.

As the magical seal on
this world began to break apart, the witch discovered new abilities
of her own. Just as the Dark One said she would.

The tracking the Dark
One told her about was something she’d been practicing. She had
learned to meditate and concentrate on the souls of the guardians.
First, she had learned to concentrate on their mark. The girl with
the violet eyes had her own mark on the purple Fatalis stone. An
infinity sign.

When the witch
concentrated on this symbol, the girl’s face became more clear
in her mind. Eventually, she had even learned to see the girl’s
body. Her surroundings. And most importantly, her dreams.

Soon, she would be
strong enough to connect with all five of the guardians this way. And
this is how she would find them.

This is how she would
defeat them.




Parrish


They needed blankets
and warm clothing.

If they were going to
try to pack up everything they might need over the next few months,
Parrish knew they had to be thinking about what would happen once
winter hit.

Especially her since
she might be on foot and heading north soon.

It was possible she
could look for things on the way, but it would be better to at least
have a few sweatshirts or jackets packed away just in case. All of
her winter clothes were packed away in the attic. Even if they had
time to go over to her house so she could grab a few of her
belongings, it would take too long to search the attic for the right
boxes.

Maybe Noah had some
things they could use instead.

Parrish had been
working on the packing list alone in her room while the others slept,
but she ventured into the hallway just to see if Noah was still
awake.

A sliver of light shone
out from underneath his door, so she took a chance a knocked lightly.

Noah answered right
away. He was dressed in loose pajama pants and a black sleeveless
shirt that showed off the muscles in his arms.

“Hey,” he
said. “What’s up?”

“Do you have any
sweatshirts or extra blankets that might pack up easily?” she
asked. She looked past him and saw an open journal on his desk. She
didn’t realize he’d been keeping a journal. “I hope
I’m not interrupting.”

He shook his head.
“It’s no problem,” he said. “I think I might
have a few things that would work. You want to come in?”

Her heart beat a little
faster as she passed through the door to Noah’s bedroom. Being
invited in to his private space felt so intimate.

Noah’s room was
messier than she expected. It was probably exactly like a typical
teenage guy’s room, but for some reason, with the way Noah’s
father was always so strict, she just expected every inch of their
house to be immaculate. Of course, Noah’s father was behind a
glass wall in the basement—hardly in a position to yell at his
son about having a messy bedroom.

Parrish leaned against
the wall, suddenly so exhausted she could hardly stand.

“Here.”
Noah squatted down and opened the bottom drawer of his dresser. He
pulled out a blanket and a couple of sweatshirts and set them out on
the bed. “I think I have a few more in the closet.”

Parrish moved aside as
he brushed past her so he could get to the closet. His hand touched
hers as he passed and her skin tingled. She stepped away, toward his
dresser, and picked up the first thing she could put her hands on. It
wasn’t until after she picked it up that she really saw it.

A picture of Noah when
he was a little kid. He was sitting on the lap of a beautiful woman
with long blonde hair. She had her arms wrapped around him and was
looking at him with a huge grin. “Is this your mom?”

He stopped and turned,
a handful of shirts in his hand. A sadness crossed his features, but
then he smiled and nodded.

“I love this
picture,” she said. “There’s so much love in her
eyes. I can’t think of a single picture where my mother ever
looked at me like this.”

She set the picture
down, her cheeks flushed. She hadn’t meant to say that last
part out loud, but it had just come pouring out of her. She sounded
like a martyr. Her eyes searched for anything else in the room she
could talk about. Anything to change the subject.

A baseball pennant was
tacked up on the wall above his desk. Atlanta Braves. She pointed to
it. “Are you a big Braves fan?”

Noah set the last of
the blankets on the bed and walked closer to her. “You never
really talk about her,” he said, obviously ignoring her attempt
at diversion.

The room suddenly felt
smaller. Hotter.

Parrish grabbed a
strand of hair and pulled it in front of her face, wanting to hide
behind it. “What’s there to talk about?” she said.
“She died. End of story.”

Noah shook his head and
took another step closer. “You don’t mean that,” he
said. “Just because she’s gone doesn’t mean you
don’t still think about her or wish she was here. It doesn’t
mean you don’t need to talk about it sometimes.”

She didn’t say
anything to him. She just backed up a step, wishing he would give her
more space. He was standing between her and the door and if she
backed up too much farther, she’d be squished between his bed
and the wall. She felt like she couldn’t breathe in this room.

“When my mom
died, I didn’t really know how to talk about it,” he
said. “My dad was really closed off about it. I think he felt
like it was his fault. He spent a lot of time working back then, and
I spent most of my nights alone. I really wished I would have had
someone to talk to, you know?”

Parrish swallowed and
looked down at her shoes. “What happened to your mom?”

Noah picked up the
picture she’d just put down. He ran a fingertip across his
mom’s face. “Dad had this trip to Africa for work. It was
part of some kind of study of a bacteria that had gotten into one of
the water supplies. It was kind of a charity mission, too, in a way,
and my mom was really into that kind of stuff. They left me with my
mom’s sister for a month and went over there together,”
he said. “She got Meningitis and didn’t take it seriously
at first. She thought she was just tired from all the traveling and
the work. By the time they realized just how bad it was, it was too
late. My dad never really forgave himself for that.”

He set the picture back
down, then looked at her. “Did your mom die that night? After I
helped you get her to the car?”

Parrish nodded. Tears
welled up in her eyes and she tried to fight them back. Why cry over
something she couldn’t change? Hadn’t she cried enough?

But the tears came
anyway.

“I had no idea
what was going on,” she said. “I thought I’d get
her to the hospital and they would give her some kind of shot or hook
her up to an IV and everything would be okay.”

She leaned against the
edge of the dresser, pulling her arms in tight against her body,
wanting to somehow hold it in. To keep herself from unraveling.

“I had to wait in
line forever,” she said, the memory still so fresh in her mind.
It seemed like yesterday. And it seemed like forever ago. “All
those people. It just didn’t make any sense to me how so many
people could get sick so fast. It still doesn’t make sense.”

She wiped the tears
away with the back of her hand and Noah reached out, putting both
hands on her arms.

“She died in the
car before we even got to the front of the line,” she said.
“She died right there, inches from me, and I didn’t even
know she was gone.”

She couldn’t hold
it in any longer. She let out a sob, then quickly covered her mouth,
not wanting to cry in front of Noah, but simply not able to stop
herself. He wrapped his strong arms around her and pulled her tight
against his chest.

Noah held her like that
for a long time. She could feel his steady heartbeat against her
cheek, and she wished he could hold her there forever. Anything not
to have to face the reality of the world outside his bedroom door.




Karmen


In her dream, the
microwave was beeping at her. When she opened the door, the decaying
head of her father stared up at her, his mouth open wide.

Karmen woke up in a
sweat, bolting straight up on the couch in Noah’s living room.
It was only a dream. She breathed a sigh of relief and pulled her
blanket tighter around her body.

Then the beeping was
back. Only it wasn’t coming from her dream this time. She was
almost certain she was awake now. So what the hell was beeping in the
middle of the night? She glanced around in the darkness, waiting for
her eyes to adjust. Someone must have shut off all the lights down
here before they went to bed. She reached over to turn on the lamp
closest to her, but when she turned to knob, nothing happened.

Crap. Was the bulb
burned out?

She had no idea where
to find replacements and Noah was probably sleeping. Which is exactly
what she wanted to be doing right now. But there it was again. The
beeping sound.

Annoyed, Karmen pushed
her blanket aside and felt her way along the wall toward the kitchen.
She opened the microwave and checked the display, but it was dark.
Okay, so it wasn’t the microwave. Was the power out?

She groaned. Please,
please, no. Don’t let the power be out.

She walked to the edge
of the room and flipped the switch up. Nothing happened.

You’ve got to
be friggin’ kidding me.

She let her head fall
back and made a crying sound. Why did this have to be happening?
Without power, there would be no air conditioning. No hair dryers.
Half their food would go bad. This sucked. At least it was only a day
until they evacuated.

The beep sounded again
and Karmen turned around, trying to figure out where in the world it
was coming from. If the power was out, what could possibly be still
beeping? She waited for it to come again so she could guess just
which direction it was coming from.

The basement?

Oh, God. Seriously?

Of all the places in
the house, it just had to be the basement. The one place she had no
idea how to find her way around in. But she needed to either find the
source of the beeping or she was going to have to wake Noah up and
get him down here to do it for her.

She felt her way along
the edge of the island, her arms stretched out in front of her. Then,
she moved her hand to the wall where she’d seen Noah fiddling
with a keypad about a thousand times in the past week. As she got
closer, she was positive that was where the sound was coming from.

When she found the
door, she ran her hand along the edge until she found the knob. She
tried it and was surprised it turned easily in her hand. With the
power out, the locks must have been disabled, too.

It was just too bad
she’d be completely blind down there and wouldn’t be able
to see whatever it was that had Noah so preoccupied these days.

She hesitated at the
top of the stairs.

A gust of cool air
floated past her as she opened the door. Noah must have been keeping
the basement cooler than the rest of the house, because it was
freaking cold down there. Karmen shivered, but she wasn’t
entirely sure it was just the cold air that was making her tremble.

Something didn’t
feel right.

Something didn’t
quite smell right, either.

A rotten stench blew
past her and her heart jumped into her throat. Scuffling sounds at
the bottom of the stairs kicked her pulse into overdrive. No, maybe
scuffling wasn’t the right word. It was more of a dragging.

A tiny squeak escaped
from her and she froze. More dragging sounds. This time closer.
Coming up the stairs. She almost peed her pants. For the first time,
she let herself think the unthinkable. What if one of the rotters had
gotten inside?

Another dragging sound,
like someone pulling a heavy sack of potatoes up the stairs.

Karmen felt hot tears
of terror burn a path down her cheeks. She was too scared to move.
Her legs just wouldn’t work. She could barely force a breath
into her lungs.

This is not how I am
supposed to die.

She tried to scream,
but it came out as more of a wheeze.

Below her, something
groaned. It sounded hungry. And it was closer than before. Karmen
stumbled backward, knocking over one of the stools that sat in front
of the island in the middle of the kitchen. She nearly fell over, but
was able to scramble back to her feet and around to the other side of
the kitchen. She tucked herself into the corner and slid down the
wall, holding her legs tight against her chest, whimpering.

The zombie was moving
again. His lame leg dragged across the tile floor. Her nostrils were
filled now with the rotting stink of him. 


I don’t want
to die.

She didn’t want
to die, and she definitely didn’t want to become one of those
things. A tingle of energy traveled up her arms and she shivered.

Please, don’t
hurt me. Please stop.

The thoughts poured out
of her silently, and she imagined that she was communicating with the
zombie. She wanted it to hear her. To listen to her. The electric
feeling in her arms surged through her chest and all the way down to
her toes. Maybe she was going insane, but she had this sudden feeling
that it really could hear her. That it was listening to her thoughts.

You are not going to
hurt me. Stop right there. Don’t come any closer.

The dragging halted.

Karmen waited, unable
to breathe or move. The rotting thing had stopped somewhere in the
middle of the kitchen, close enough she could just make out its tall
form in the darkness.

For a minute, she
thought maybe she wasn’t crazy. Maybe it really had heard her
thoughts and was doing what she asked. But then it turned back toward
her, its moaning louder as it reached out for her.

Karmen sucked in a
terrified breath and screamed.




Noah


Noah jolted awake. 


He had heard someone
scream. Karmen?

He raised up on the
bed. Beside him, Parrish stirred.

“What was that?”
she whispered.

His first thought was
that their barricades had failed. He pictured a window somewhere in
the house with rotters pouring through it, nothing to stop them. His
gut churned and he felt ill down to his core.

“Oh, God,
Karmen,” he said.

Noah jumped up from the
bed and bolted down the hallway. He took the stairs so fast, he
practically glided down them. The house was veiled in pitch-black
darkness and by the time he reached the bottom of the stairs, he
knew.

He reached for the
light switch in the hall as a test, praying for light. But no light
came. The sickness in his stomach doubled.

The power was out.

The door on his
father’s containment unit was powered by electricity. If the
power went out, it opened as a safety precaution unless someone was
there to override it.

He wanted to throw up.
What if Karmen was hurt? Or dead? He would never be able to forgive
himself. He’d brought them in to this house and whatever
happened now was his fault.

Karmen screamed again
and Noah took off toward the kitchen.

There was no room for
hesitation and indecision.

On his way in to the
kitchen, he grabbed his baseball bat from the corner. He swallowed
back tears. He knew what needed to be done.

He smacked the bat hard
against the wall, wanting to get its attention away from Karmen. If
she was even still alive. Behind him, Parrish came running up, a
flashlight in her hands. She swung the light wildly around the room
until it landed on the figure against the far wall.

His father.

Karmen was curled into
a tight ball on the floor and his father lunged at her, his hands
scraping against her skin. Noah ran forward and slammed the bat
against the top of the island. His father turned then, his face a
grotesque mess of bruises and sores and decomposing flesh.

A moan escaped from
Noah’s throat. God, he didn’t want to do this. But the
thing standing in front of him wasn’t his father anymore. It
wasn’t.

A single tear fell
across his flushed cheek. The zombie staggered toward him, its
blood-caked hands reaching forward. Noah hesitated, his hands
gripping the bat so hard it hurt. His hands went cold and a light
frost coated the bat. He reared back and with a terrible cry, he
swung as hard as he could.

The thick part of the
wooden bat made contact with the thing’s head and blood
splattered in an arch across the back wall. The zombie’s head
separated from its body and fell to the floor at Karmen’s feet.
She wouldn’t stop screaming, but Noah could barely hear her.
His heart thumped against his temple and he staggered backward. He
dropped the bat and brought his hands up to his head, crying out as
he bent over in agony.

On the floor, the thing
that used to be his father shuddered and shook, then went still as it
died for the second, and last, time.




Parrish


No one spoke for a long
time.

Parrish did her best to
try and calm Karmen down. It took ten minutes just to get her up and
out of the kitchen so she could get her cleaned up. Parrish guided
her to the bathroom and used one of the hand towels to wipe the blood
splatter from her legs and arms and face. The blood was dark and
thick and sticky.

Without power, she had
to use cold water, but Karmen didn’t complain. Karmen didn’t
say a word. She just sat on the end of the toilet seat, staring
forward, her body still shaking with fear.

Noah stayed in the
kitchen until the sun came up.

Parrish thought that
maybe she should try to get rid of the body, but she wasn’t
really sure what Noah would want her to do. If he needed time to sort
through his feelings, she wanted to give him some space. Killing your
own zombie father had to really mess a with a person’s head.

Once the sun was up and
some light had filtered into the house again, Noah finally appeared
in the doorway of the living room where Parrish and Karmen had spent
the night. His eyes looked tired and red from crying.

“I’m really
sorry,” he said. His hand gripped the edge of the wood. “I
put you both in danger by keeping him here. I never really thought of
what might happen if we lost power and he got out.”

Karmen was sitting on
the couch with a blanket wrapped around her body. She pulled it
tighter. “That thing was your father?” she asked. “That’s
what you were hiding in the basement this whole time?”

Noah walked into the
room and sat down in the recliner across from the girls. His
shoulders hunched over and his lips turned down in the corners. “I
should have told you about it,” he said. “I knew it was
crazy to keep him down there like that, but I just couldn’t let
him go. I guess there was some part of me that was hoping for a
miracle. Like maybe one of his buddies from the CDC would show up
saying they had a cure or something. I mean, I realize how stupid
that sounds, but—”

“It’s not
stupid,” Parrish said. She was sitting on the floor, her legs
stretched out across the carpet. She wanted to move to him. To put
her hand on his and tell him it was going to be okay. But she wasn’t
used to comforting people. She didn’t really know how to put
herself out there like that.

“It is,” he
said, an edge of anger in his tone. “There’s never going
to be a cure for something like this. These people are dead. Whatever
it is that’s made them come back to life, it isn’t
natural. It isn’t something that can be undone and we all know
it.”

Parrish ached for him.
Pain soaked in to every word he spoke and there was nothing she could
do to take it away. They’d all lost people who were important
to them, but losing someone you loved was very different from killing
someone you loved. How could she possibly comfort him after something
like that?

“What are we
going to do?” Parrish asked.

“What do you
mean?” Karmen asked, shaking her head. “What can we do?
We follow the plan. Evacuate to whatever safe zone they have set up
for us. It’s the only way we’re going to survive this.”

“I didn’t
say anything earlier, because I didn’t want to argue about it,
but I think we’ve got to talk about this.”

“About what?”
Noah asked her.

“About what we’re
really thinking, deep down. No matter how crazy it might seem. I
think my sister might still be alive. I don’t have my cell
phone, so I haven’t been able to try and call her, but I talked
to her a few days ago. She was fine. What about her? Am I just
supposed to abandon her?” Parrish asked. She turned to Karmen.
“What about your parents. Your brother? Don’t you want to
try to find them? If we go to the safe zone, we might be cut off from
everyone we love for the rest of our lives. We’ll be giving up
all our freedom.”

Karmen rolled her eyes
and Parrish wanted to slap her across the face for it.

“You need to face
reality,” Karmen said. Her tone was biting. “Your mother
is dead. Your father is dead. And your sister is dead. That’s
if you’re lucky. If not, she’s become one of those things
just like Noah’s dad. Just like my brother. Just like probably
half the world by this point.”

“Shut up,”
Parrish said. She stood up, wanting to be as far away from Karmen
right now as she could. Otherwise, she was seriously going to hurt
that girl. “You don’t know anything about reality. You’ve
been living in this perfect little dream world most of your life, too
blinded by your own ego to see what’s really going on around
you.”

“Perfect?”
Karmen sat up straighter, pulling her arms out from under the blanket
and flailing them as she shouted. “You don’t know the
first thing about my life if you think it was perfect.”

Parrish crossed her
arms in front of her chest. “What made it so hard? Being the
most popular girl in school? No, wait, it had to have been the fact
that teachers gave you perfect grades just because you were a
cheerleader.”

“Oh, that’s
right. Poor Parrish is the one who has had such a tough life, right?
What’s the worst thing that ever happened to you before your
mom died? Someone forcing you to wear an actual color instead of
black or white?”

“Stop it,”
Noah shouted. “Karmen, you don’t know for sure your
family is dead. Your brother could still be alive. Doesn’t he
live in Bethesda? That’s not that far from here. Maybe we
could—”

“I saw him,”
Karmen said, her voice flat. “My older brother Todd. He was in
my house the other day when I went back to get my things. He looked
at me like he had no idea who I was. He just wanted to kill me.”

“What?”
Noah moved to the edge of his seat. “Todd was in your house?
Why didn’t you tell me? How did he even get there?”

Parrish’s eyes
grew wide. She’d seen her brother and then not even told them
about it? Why was everyone still keeping so many secrets from each
other? It was as if they didn’t want to talk about what they
were really feeling because if they talked about it, that would mean
it was real. They would have to make the choices they didn’t
want to make.

Karmen pressed herself
deeper into the couch and pulled the blanket up to her chin. “I
don’t know,” she said. “It didn’t seem real,
but none of this does, does it? We’re all living in a nightmare
and the sooner we admit to ourselves that they’re all gone, the
better off we’re going to be.”

Parrish sat down on the
edge of the fireplace. No matter what life was like before the virus,
everyone left on earth was getting a crash-course in pain and
suffering. Even the people whose lives seemed perfect before.

Still, Karmen shouldn’t
have said that about her sister. Just because Todd was dead didn’t
mean Zoe was.

“Look, you guys
do whatever you want,” she said. “Go to the evacuation
point and let them take you to the survivor camps. I’m sure
they’ll keep you safe and have food and everything you need to
stay alive, just like they said. But I’m not coming with you.
If there’s any chance my sister is still alive, I’m going
to find her. I promised her I’d come for her.”

She stood up and walked
toward the stairs. Noah called her name, but she didn’t turn
around. She already felt the hot sting of tears in the corners of her
eyes and she was so tired of other people seeing her cry. She wasn’t
weak. She didn’t want anyone to think she was weak.

She stomped up the
stairs, made her way to the guest room that would be hers for one
more night, and collapsed onto the bed. She refused to let the tears
come. She just took in a deep breath and held it until her lungs
burned, then pushed it out in one long exhale.

Someone knocked on the
door and she sat up, determined to keep her cool. She didn’t
want to talk about it anymore. End of story.

“Can I have some
privacy please?” she said.

Noah opened the door
anyway, stepping inside. “No.”

She drew her eyebrows
together, her face tight. “No?”

“No,” he
said. He moved to the bed and sat down beside her. So close their
knees were almost touching.

Parrish squirmed. How
could he just barge in here and tell her that she couldn’t have
any privacy?

“Look, I
completely understand that you want to go get your sister,” he
said. “I know what it’s like to hold on to that last drop
of hope, but Karmen’s right. It’s time we started being
honest with ourselves about what’s really going on.”

“She’s
still alive,” Parrish said. “I know it.”

“Even if she is,
they are probably making her evacuate, too,” Noah said. “She’s
in the most densely-populated city in the world. There’s no way
we could get to her in time, even if we tried.”

There had to be
millions of deaths within the city alone, and if even ten percent of
those who died had awakened? Parrish shuddered at the thought. For
all she knew, the military may have bombed the city and not even
bothered evacuating any survivors.

The thought made her
feel ill.

“Zoe’s all
I have left. I promised her I’d come for her, and I can’t
just leave her there without trying.”

Noah leaned forward and
brushed her hair from her cheek. The feel of his skin brushing
against hers was electric. “She’s not all you have left,”
he said. “And if you’re going after her, then I’m
coming with you.”

Parrish looked up. “I
couldn’t never ask you to do that,” she said. “It’s
too dangerous.”

“You don’t
have to ask,” Noah said. His eyes met hers and her lips parted,
breathless. “If we’re finally being honest with each
other, then I’m not going to hold this in any longer. I’d
rather risk dying to be with you than be alive without you.”

“Noah—”
His name was a whisper on her lips as he leaned closer, an electric
current flowing in the air between them. She’d never wanted
someone to kiss her as much as she wanted him right now.

But kissing him would
mean opening herself up to something she wasn’t sure she was
ready for.

What if she lost him,
too? None of them were even sure if they would live until tomorrow.
She couldn’t let herself fall for him. It would hurt too damn
much when he was gone.

Still, the pull of him
was like being caught in the undertow of a mighty ocean. No matter
how hard she fought it, it kept pulling her back under.

Parrish closed her
eyes, surrendering to him.

Just before his lips
touched hers, though, Karmen cleared her throat behind them.

Noah stood abruptly and
Parrish scrambled back toward the headboard, pulling a pillow into
her lap.

“Don’t let
me interrupt,” Karmen snapped. “I didn’t realize
you two were an item.”

Parrish gritted her
teeth. That girl seriously had it coming to her. “We aren’t,”
she said.

“Riiight,”
Karmen said, her eyes narrow and her lip curled up on one side in a
sneer. “Makes me wonder what other secrets we’re all
keeping from each other.”

Noah looked down and
cleared his throat. Parrish studied him. Was there something else he
was hiding from her?

“Did you need
something?” he asked, looking at Karmen.

She shrugged. “I
was just going to ask if we had a plan for going back to our separate
houses to gather our things,” she said. “I never got a
chance to get my bags packed, but there are some things I want to get
before we leave.”

Parrish pulled the
pillow closer to her chest and lay her head against it. There were
some things she’d like to get from her own house, too, but they
would have to leave in the morning if they were going to get to the
evac point in time. “If we’re going to do it, we need to
get started soon,” Parrish said. “It could take most of
the day to get packed up and ready. We’re burning daylight.”

“So you’re
coming to the evacuation with us?” Karmen asked.

Parrish set the pillow
aside and stood. “No,” she said, glancing at Noah, unsure
exactly where they stood. Unsure where she wanted them to be. “I’ll
go with you as far as the hospital, then I’m going my own way.”




Noah


Noah grabbed the gun
from the floor beside the door and handed it to Parrish.

“Are you sure you
want to come?” He looked at Parrish. She looked so small and
vulnerable with that shotgun in her hand, but her grip was strong and
from the looks of it, this wasn’t the first time she’d
ever held a gun. And if anything happened to her, he wasn’t
sure he could handle it right now. He wanted her here inside, safe.

“I’m sure,”
she said, her fingers tightening around the butt of the gun. “If
I have to sit in this house with Karmen much longer without some
fresh air, I’m going to go insane.”

He tried not to smile,
but he couldn’t help himself. Those girls had really been at
each other’s throats lately. Hadn’t they once been best
friends? He remembered them always hanging out at each other’s
houses when he first moved here. He had no idea what had torn them
apart, but they obviously couldn’t stand each other now.

Movement at the top of
the stairs caught his eye and he looked up just in time to see Karmen
disappear into his dad’s old room. She’d probably heard
what Parrish said, but could she really be that surprised?

“Karmen?”
He called up to her before she had a chance to shut herself inside.

She poked her head out
of the door and stared down at him. “Yes?”

“We’ll be
back in a few hours,” he said. “We’ll go out the
back door. If we’re not back by nightfall, you have to board it
back up, okay?”

Some of the hardness in
her face softened and she stepped into the hallway, her arms hugging
her chest. “You’ll be back, though, right?”

The way her voice
wavered made his stomach flip. He hated to leave her alone. She was
still pretty shaken up about what happened with his dad. And could he
blame her?

But this house was the
safest place for her right now. She would be fine as long as she
remembered to board the door back up by the time it got dark out.

“Yeah, we’ll
be back,” he said, wanting to comfort her. “Just if, for
whatever reason, we can’t make it back in time, you’ve
got to remember to put the boards back up and lock the door, okay?”

She nodded and stepped
toward the banister as if she wanted to say something else.

“Would you rather
just come with us?”

Beside him, Parrish
groaned. He didn’t really want to take Karmen, either. She’d
do nothing but complain the whole time and would probably slow them
down, but she seemed so scared.

“No,” she
said, shaking her head. “I’ll be fine, are you kidding?
Some time alone sounds great right now. I’ll probably just take
a nap or something.”

She did a good job
pretending not to care, but he knew it was all an act. Underneath her
fake confidence, she was terrified of being left completely alone.

“We’ll be
back,” he said again.

She shrugged. “No
problem. See you guys later.”

Her voice caught on the
words slightly, as if she were holding back tears. She turned and
went back into the bedroom. He kind of wanted to go up and check on
her. To make sure she was really okay. And more importantly, to make
double sure she understood what to do if they didn’t come home.

But they were already
getting a later start than he’d hoped. They needed to get
going. With the evacuation tomorrow, today would be their only chance
to gather up supplies for the road.

He grabbed a second
shotgun from the living room. He stuffed two boxes of shells into his
backpack, then handed Parrish an empty backpack filled with old
grocery bags.

“I thought we’d
go by Karmen’s first,” he said, organizing his own bag
then hefting it onto his shoulders. “There’s no way to
know if her brother is still hanging around inside, so we’ll
have to be extra careful. 


Parrish situated her
own bag on her back. She picked up the sword she’d brought over
with her and threaded it through the straps on her back. She’d
spent a few afternoons sharpening it with her dad’s sharpening
stone and it shined brighter than ever. “Sounds good,”
she said. “I have Karmen’s wish list.”

Taking her cue, Noah
added his bat to his bag, too. Guns were great at long distances, but
if they got into an enclosed area, the bat might be better.

They walked to the
kitchen and he carefully pried the wood off the door until he could
push it open. He and Parrish climbed out, leaving as many of the
original boards in place as they could.

The sun was shining
today, but there was a slight breeze that made the heat more
tolerable. It was the kind of summer morning everyone would have
loved. There should have been a dozen kids playing in their yards
today. People should have been out jogging or walking their dog. Cars
should be packed up for a day at the park or on the lake. Noah could
picture it so clearly in his mind.

But in reality, the
street looked like a wasteland. Trash bags were piled up in front of
houses. Some had ripped open, their contents spilling into the
streets and fluttering on the overgrown grass. The flyers that had
been dropped from the helicopters were still scattered along the
sidewalk and in the yards. 


Several of the houses
were boarded up just like his, but he had no idea if anyone was still
alive inside or not.

From somewhere on the
next street, the smell of fire and ash floated on the breeze.

Noah wondered how many
people were alive in the neighborhood, hiding out in their houses
like they were? How many were left in the world at this point?

Parrish stood near the
middle of the road looking toward her house. In the bright sunlight,
her hair was shiny and black. She’d pulled it up into two
pigtails, almost like a little girl. At the same time, though, she
looked strong.

“You ready?”
he asked.

She nodded and started
off toward Karmen’s house across the street.

The door stood wide
open. Had he left it like that the day he came over here to find her?
He couldn’t remember. Either way, if the door had been open for
the past few days, they might find more rotters inside than just
Todd. Or what used to be Todd.

Parrish walked through
the door, fearless. She had one hand on the hilt of her sword. Her
other hand held one of the large flashlights she’d grabbed from
his house. He took the smaller one out of his pocket and swept its
light around the entrance area.

Noah wished the power
was still on. At least then they’d be able to see what they
were dealing with.

Inside, the house was
hot and muggy. He stepped around Parrish to open the blinds on either
side of the entryway. Light streamed in and most of the stairway came
into view. “Karmen’s stuff should be upstairs, mostly.
What all is on her list?”

Parrish pulled a piece
of paper from the top of her boot. “Her makeup bag. Surprise.”
Her tone was laced with disdain. “Hair brush. Deodorant. Razor.
Cell phone and charger. Clothes. Basic Karmen stuff.”

“Yeah, that
should all be in her room, I’d think. Do you know which one is
hers?”

Parrish nodded.
“Unfortunately, yes I do.”

Noah let her lead the
way up the stairs. Just in case, he pulled his gun from his bag and
flicked the safety off. As they passed doors to some of the bedrooms,
he closed them off, not wanting anyone—or anything—to
sneak up behind them in the dark. He wasn’t sure those things
could even open doors on their own. So far, they didn’t seem to
be very intelligent. They were more like animals than people, really.

“Her room is the
last one here at the end of the hall,” she said, shining the
flashlight on the closed door.

The deeper they got in
the darkness of the enclosed hallway, the more fear began to play
with his head. With no power on, there was almost no noise at all.
Just the thumping of his heart against his ribs.

He kept looking behind
him, to be sure no one was back there.

Parrish reached out and
turned the knob on Karmen’s bedroom door. She pushed the door
open, then stepped back, her hand moving back up to her sword. Noah
pointed his gun straight inside the room, half expecting Karmen’s
brother to come lumbering out at them, teeth ready for chomping.

But a quick sweep of
the flashlight inside the room showed no hungry zombies.

Noah relaxed his
shoulders and stepped past Parrish into the room. Karmen’s
suitcases were already laid out on the bed. She must have been
working on getting some of her things packed last time she’d
come in here. She hadn’t gotten much done, though.

“Did she have a
list of clothes she wanted? Or just random clothes?”

“Oh there’s
a list,” Parrish said, handing it to him. “I’ll go
get the stuff from the bathroom and leave you here to try to figure
out where she keeps her thongs.”

Noah laughed. “Thanks,”
he said. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it.”

Parrish disappeared
into the bathroom and the two of them worked on getting Karmen’s
belongings packed into some of the small plastic grocery bags they’d
brought.

Noah did his best to
get the specific things Karmen listed, but some of these things he
had no idea what they even were. What was the difference between a
sports bra and a racerback? Or were they the same thing? He shook his
head and grabbed a couple different bras from the pile in her drawer.
She listed black yoga pants and black capri pants, but he wasn’t
even sure what a capri was. He laid a couple options out on the bed
and went in to ask Parrish for help.

In the bathroom, she
was just finishing up. She had two large bags full of hair bows and
makeup and brushes and things.

“I think I’m
done,” she said. “What do you want to bet she’s not
going to be able to use half this stuff once she gets there? I mean,
do you really think they’re going to have a curling iron
station in a refugee camp?”

Noah took the bags she
handed out and stuffed them into his backpack. “Hey, if it
makes her feel better to have them, let her believe that she’s
going back to some kind of normal life,” he said. “But
you’re probably right. There’s no way to really know what
to expect, but I doubt it’s going to be a life of luxury.”

He swallowed, then
looked up at her in the half-darkness. He wanted to talk to her some
more about what they were going to do. Did she really want to go to
New York? Did she even want him to go? There was a moment before
Karmen interrupted them that he thought she wanted to kiss him as
badly as he wanted it, but now he couldn’t be sure. She’d
closed herself off just as fast as she’d opened up. He never
felt like he really knew where he stood when it came to Parrish.

All he knew was that he
liked her more than ever.

“We should get
going,” she said. “I’m hoping we’ll have time
left to go through a few of the neighbors houses after we get done
with mine.”

He stood and followed
her back into the bedroom. “Why?”

Parrish stopped
suddenly and Noah nearly tripped over her. She put her hand out to
the side to steady herself, then froze. In the dim light of his
flashlight, he could see the fear in her eyes.

He followed her gaze
toward the door of the bedroom where a tall man stood, his eyes
locked on the two of them. 


Todd.

He’d been years
ahead of them in school. Noah was pretty sure he graduated about
seven or eight years ago, and he’d only seen him a handful of
times since. But even with a large piece of his face missing, Noah
still recognized Karmen’s brother.

He swallowed hard, then
reached for his gun.

But it wasn’t
there.

Shit. He’d left
it on the bed when he was packing up. The bat was there too. He tried
to calculate how long it would take him to get to it in comparison to
how fast Todd might be able to sink his teeth into one of their
necks.

Beside him, Parrish
made micro-movements. The fabric on her backpack hissed as she pulled
the sword out with a slow, steady motion. Her eyes didn’t move
from the zombie’s face.

The creature growled,
then took a step toward them.

As soon as he moved,
Noah dove toward the bed. He landed right on top of his gun, grabbing
it up and twisting around, hoping to get a clear shot off before the
zombie reached them.

But by the time he
turned around, Parrish was already in mid-air, her body twirling
around as her sword danced through the darkness with fierce accuracy
and speed.

The zombie’s head
tilted to the side, then toppled to the floor, sliced clean off. His
body followed soon after, falling with an awful thud on the carpet.

Noah gripped his
shotgun in his hands, his jaw open.

He was breathless.
Trembling. He thought of the day he’d seen her in the alley,
beating up those bullies to save that geeky transfer kid. This was
like that, only…more. More graceful. More precise. More
deadly.

“How did you do
that?” he asked.

Parrish wiped both
sides of the sword against the comforter on Karmen’s bed,
leaving streaks of blackish blood behind.

She shook her head and
met his questioning gaze. She raised one eyebrow. “Are we still
being honest?”

“Of course.”

She sighed and placed
the sword back through the straps of her backpack.

“I have no
freaking clue.”




Parrish


“What do you
mean?” Noah asked her once they were out of the house and back
in the safety of the bright light of day. “You just woke up one
day knowing how to behead zombies with a ninja sword?”

Parrish shrugged. She
knew it sounded crazy, but yeah, that was the basic truth of it.

“So you’re
telling me you’ve never taken any kind of self-defense class or
martial arts or anything like that?”

“No, nothing,”
she said.

“You made it look
easy, but decapitating a full-grown man with a big sword like that is
not something a girl your size can just do on a whim,” he said.

He paused and Parrish
stopped and turned around. He was chewing on his bottom lip, his hand
raised up as if he was thinking something through.

“What?”

He shook his head.
“It’s too crazy, forget it.”

He started walking
again, but now she was too curious. She put her hand on his arm and
he glanced down at it, then at her.

“What?” she
asked again.

He turned. They had
made it to the front of her house and were standing very close to the
spot where they had sat, listening to Zoe’s violin concert. The
night the virus interrupted their lives. It seemed like a lifetime
ago now.

“In the past
couple of weeks, have you felt…different?” He scrunched
his eyes together. “I can’t think of the best way to
describe it, and I know how crazy it sounds, but—”

“At this point,
do you really think anything is crazy?” she asked with a
half-smile.

“So does that
mean you’re saying yes?”

Parrish took in a
deliberate breath. How could she deny it? Yes, she’d thought
she was crazy too, at first, but after today, she knew he was right.
Something was definitely different.

“Yes.”

Noah’s shoulders
relaxed and he took a deep breath in and out of his nose. “I’m
glad it’s not just me,” he said. “But I don’t
really understand it. What’s it like for you? Just the ninja
sword stuff? Or is there more to it?”

She walked over and sat
down on the steps in front of her house. Something she’d done a
thousand times before, but never once because she was terrified to go
inside.

“There’s
more,” she said. “You’re right, though. Ever since
the virus, it’s like I know how to do things with my body I
never learned. Like roundhouse kicks and using this sword. But there
was something really weird that happened right after my mother died.”

Noah came to sit next
to her.

She nervously picked at
the skin around her fingernails. “I was really upset and alone.
And the more I thought about what was happening, the angrier I got at
the world. I had this crazy urge to start destroying everything in
the house, so when I looked up and saw this sword on the shelf, I
gave in and started slicing things up,” she said. “There
was this violin on the wall that my parents bought me when they still
had hopes that I had an ounce of musical talent in my body. I just
felt this pure anger and hatred and I took the violin and smashed it
up.”

“None of that
sounds weird,” he said.

“No, it was what
happened after that,” she said. “I started crying and all
of a sudden, my tears were really cold. Ice cold. One of the
teardrops fell onto the violin and the whole thing frosted over with
this thin layer of ice. I know it sounds impossible, but it happened.
I have no way to explain it. It was like I was crying ice.”

Noah’s breath
came faster and she looked up to see his face had gone white.

“Something
similar happened to me,” he said, his eyes wide. “When I
killed my father with that bat, my whole body felt like it was
freezing cold. I mean, I honestly thought that for a second, my bat
iced over, but then I wondered if it was a trick of light. And when I
hit him, did you see it? His head came off with one swing. A sword is
one thing, but to take off a human head with one swing of a bat?”

Parrish nodded. “I
guess I didn’t really think of it that way,” she said. “I
was just focused on the horror of it all.”

“Me too at
first,” he said. “But when I was sitting there afterward,
I started piecing it all together.”

“Piecing what
together?”

“The fact that
I’ve been growing stronger and stronger ever since the virus
started,” he said. “And it isn’t just strength.
It’s some kind of healing, too, I think.”

“What do you
mean?”

“When you and
Karmen first came to my house, remember how her leg was bleeding and
I put my hand on it?”

Parrish nodded. She
remembered him making some kind of bandage to stop the bleeding.

“It was like I
could feel her pain being sucked from her body,” he said. “I
felt that same kind of cool energy I felt when I hit dad with the
bat, but it was different. Instead of pouring out of me, it was like
it was flowing into me. It’s hard to explain.”

They fell silent and
Parrish thought about what he’d said. About what they were
saying to each other.

“Do you think
this is happening to everyone?” she asked. “Everyone who
is still alive?”

Noah shrugged. “I
have no idea,” he said. “I thought it was just me. I
thought maybe I was imagining it or losing my mind or something.”

She laughed. “Me
too, honestly.”

“Come on,”
he said, standing and offering his hand to her. “We need to
grab your stuff and get moving. We’ve got a lot to do today.”

Parrish took his hand,
then followed him inside her house for the last time.




Noah


Noah raised his glass.

The three of them sat
at the long table in the dining room. He’d managed to find long
white candles and crystal candlesticks that must have been his
mother’s long ago. Light flickered across the table. Parrish
had set out his parents’ wedding china. He couldn’t even
remember the last time it had been used. Maybe not since his mother
died.

The table looked
beautiful.

Parrish finished
pouring red wine into the other glasses, then the two girls raised
theirs as well. 


They’d done what
they could to dress up and look nice for dinner and he was glad they
had this one last night together before it all changed.

“I’ve never
really given a formal toast or anything before,” he started.
“But since this is our last night in this house. This
neighborhood. Maybe even this city. I wanted to take a moment to say
thank you. We’ve been through so much in the past few weeks
that it’s hard to imagine things changing any more than they
already have. At the same time, we don’t really know what
tomorrow might bring.”

He couldn’t help
but look to Parrish when he said that. He knew she ached for her
sister, but was she really going to go to New York to find her? Did
she want him to go with her? There was so much uncertainty in their
lives right now.

In the candlelight, her
eyes sparkled like amethysts.

“I wanted to say
that despite everything else, I’m grateful for both of you,”
he said. “This would have been a very scary, very lonely couple
of weeks without you.”

Parrish and Karmen
nodded, then they all took a long drink of wine.

Karmen nearly choked on
it.

Noah laughed and
Parrish brought a hand to her mouth to hide her smile.

“Sorry,”
Karmen said with a giggle. It was a sound he hadn’t heard in a
while from her. A happy sound. “I’m used to vodka.”

“Haha,”
Noah said. He knew nothing about wines, really, but he’d seen
it sitting there on the counter. He’d heard his dad say it was
an expensive bottle, and it seemed wrong to let it go to waste.

“What are you
grateful for Karmen?” Parrish asked.

Karmen looked up toward
the ceiling. “Grateful? It’s hard to think about being
grateful right now,” she said. Then she held her glass up and
smiled. “I’m enormously grateful to have clean underwear
and deodorant.”

Noah couldn’t
help but laugh. Only Karmen would be grateful for underwear.

“What about you?”
he asked, turning to Parrish.

She held her glass in
both hands, then looked down, fidgeting. “I’m grateful
for the time I had with my sister,” she said. “I’m
grateful she might still be alive somewhere. And if she isn’t,
I’m grateful not to have had to watch it happen.”

Noah ached at her
words, but he understood them. He would have given anything not to
have been here to see what his father had become.

“I’m
grateful that I never got close enough to most people to miss them,”
she said, heavy sadness in her tone. She tried to smile it away, but
there was such truth in her words, it hit Noah hard. Then, she looked
up at him, her eyes glistening as she raised her glass. “And I
am truly grateful there are still people on this earth who are worth
getting close to.”

They each took another
drink. Parrish looked at him over the top of her glass and a smile
tugged at the corners of her lips.

Noah smiled back, his
heart full. Maybe he’d managed to break down a little piece of
that wall she kept around her heart after all.

They sat down as a
group. Karmen had managed to put together a meal despite there being
no electricity. It was mostly things like crackers and anything that
she could salvage from the fridge and the cans in the pantry.

But it wasn’t
half bad, really.

For the rest of the
dinner, they shared their memories of life here on the street. Life
as neighbors. Good times with their families and friends. Things they
hoped never to forget.

They all slept in the
living room instead of going to separate rooms for the night, finding
comfort in the closeness of each other.

And in the morning,
they loaded up in Parrish’s mom’s van and drove toward
the hospital, leaving the neighborhood where they’d lived with
their families and dreamed of a different future, behind forever.




Karmen


Karmen kept her eye on
the house where she grew up for as long as she could until the van
turned a corner and the house was gone.

So many memories to
leave behind. Some of them nightmares for her.

Parrish had said she
thought Karmen’s life was perfect. She had no idea what Karmen
had been through in her life. What her father had made her do.

Karmen shuddered, then
pulled her backpack closer against her chest, hugging it like a teddy
bear. The end of the world was both a blessing and curse. It had
brought her out of one nightmare and straight into another.

But now things were
going to be better.

The Army was going to
take care of them. And she didn’t care if Parrish wanted to go
off on her suicide mission to rescue her sister. Let Noah go with her
for all she cared. As long as Karmen could be safe and taken care of
at the evacuation zone, that was all she cared about.

At least that’s
what she kept repeating to herself over and over.

But the truth was that
she had really grown attached to Noah and Parrish. She acted like
they annoyed the crap out of her, and sometimes they did, but she
loved them in some weird way. She felt like herself when she was with
them. Like she was complete.

Which was ridiculous.

Anyone in their right
mind would rather be in a safe zone where they didn’t have to
worry about rotters or electricity or where their next meal was
coming from. That should be what Karmen wanted more than anything in
this world.

And yet, the thought of
separating from the other two made her feel like her heart was being
torn from her chest.

She stared out the
window as they made their way toward the hospital. They had planned
to take the highway since it was faster, but when they got to the
spot where they would normally pull on, the ramp was trashed. Four
cars were piled up in a horrible crash, the bodies of the dead still
inside.

Karmen looked away as
Parrish pulled the van over to the side of the road.

“Which way should
we go?” she asked.

“Can you pull up
GPS?” Karmen asked. Noah had brought her cell phone from her
house, but the screen was cracked pretty bad and it wasn’t
working right.

“I tried,”
Noah said. “The cell service is down. I can’t get it to
come up at all.”

“I kind of know
how to go,” Parrish said. “But I might need help
navigating.”

“Maybe we should
stop somewhere and grab a map,” Noah said. “Just in
case.”

“There’s a
gas station over there across the street.” Karmen pointed
toward the one with the blue sign. She’d been there a thousand
times with Aaron to pick up cigarettes. There was a guy named Boone
that used to work there. He was always hitting on her when Aaron
wasn’t looking.

Karmen had made out
with him a couple of times.

Boon was probably dead
by now, though. Like most of everyone else. She just hoped he wasn’t
dead and still hanging out at the gas station.

“They have all
kinds of maps beside the cash register.”

The car jerked as
Parrish ran the van straight over the median and across to the gas
station. Even though there was no one around, it still felt strange
to be breaking the rules. Karmen felt like she should be looking back
to see if anyone noticed what they’d just done.

Of course, no one had.

They had gotten a later
start than they’d intended, but they had yet to see a single
car or person on the road.

When the van stopped,
Karmen jumped out. “I’ll grab the map,” she said.
“What do we need? Just the city?”

Parrish shrugged. “Just
grab one of everything,” she said. “Be careful.”

Karmen jogged inside,
so glad to have her tennis shoes now instead of just those flip-flops
she’d been wearing. The bell over the door dinged as she
entered. Gosh, how many times had she heard that sound? A million?

It had never felt eerie
until today.

The station had windows
all around the top half, so there was plenty of light inside. She
walked up to the counter and imagined Boone behind it, smiling and
winking at her, asking if she wanted to meet up with him when he got
off work.

It had seemed fun and
naughty to do stuff like that back then, but now she felt guilty. If
she had known what would happen to Aaron, maybe she would have
treated him better.

Or maybe she would have
never strung him along the way she did.

Karmen sighed and
grabbed a couple of lighters from the display up front. She also
reached behind the counter and grabbed all the medicine she could
find. Aspirin. Ibuprofen. Stuff like that. She put them all in a
paper sack, then walked down the aisles and quickly snatched up some
candy bars and a couple sodas.

Outside, Parrish honked
the horn.

“I’m coming
already,” Karmen muttered.

She took one last look
at the shop, thinking how she’d taken so much for granted
before all this.

Then she shook her
head. Now who was being the emo one?

She quickly picked up
one of each type of map, then ran back out to the van.

With the help of the
new maps and Noah’s navigation skills, it only took them
another two hours to get to the hospital. They were lucky the van had
plenty of gas. Karmen never would have thought it could take so long
to go just ten miles or so, but the roads were wrecked. Literally.
Cars and debris were everywhere.

There must have been
several fires, riots, and general freaking out going on. They had
been lucky to be sheltered from it on their quiet street.

But when the sign for
McLean Memorial finally came in to view, Karmen started tapping her
toes.

This was it. No going
back. Everything was about to change, one way or another.




Crash


He’d been waiting
all morning for the three from his dream to arrive.

He was trying to
imagine what it would feel like for them. Who knows where they’d
been hiding out since this whole thing began. What they’d lost
or what they’d been through. And here they were, headed to what
they thought was a safe zone.

They were going to be
majorly disappointed.

Crash had watched as
the first of the military convoy had arrived. That was first light,
just as the sun was peering over the horizon. They had set up a
perimeter using tanks and concrete barricades they’d brought in
on a truck.

The survivors had
started reporting soon after. They came in cars, trucks, on foot. One
lady even pulled up on a golf cart.

By noon, the area was
buzzing with activity. The whole process was surprisingly organized
with survivors checking in and being examined on one end, then being
assigned a number and a basic supply kit in section two. Finally,
they made their way to the final section where they were asked to
wait until the first of the convoy started heading back to the safe
zone.

Crash had managed to
hack in to the central communications system of the entire United
States Military. Through there, he had been able to locate the group
that was assigned to McLean. With a few simple pieces of code, he now
had access to every computer, every radio, even every cell phone of
the military personnel in that unit.

It was amazing what
he’d become capable of in the past week.

He still didn’t
completely understand how or why it worked, but his mind was able to
communicate with any machine. It was as if they were people he was
talking to on a forum, only they weren’t people at all.

If he wanted to get
into a person’s cell phone, he simply reached out to the phone
with his mind.

It sounded insane, but
it was real and it was awesome.

And what made it even
more amazing was the fact that all of the power in the greater D.C.
area had gone out two days ago. No one in an entire fifty mile radius
of his neighborhood in Trinidad had power.

Except him.

He’d simply told
the machines to all work and they did. He could even unplug his
computer from the wall if he wanted to, and it would still work.

So here he was in his
crappy basement apartment with all these luxuries no one else had. Of
course, he was glad to be below ground with no windows. That way, if
anyone out there was looking for a place to pillage and plunder, they
wouldn’t know what he had down here.

He paced behind his
computer now, waiting for the three to arrive. It had to be soon.

The evac site looked
like a war zone with its mangled, half-eaten bodies and downed
zombies piled on top of each other.

There had been a group
of survivors, but they got the heck out of there as soon as they
could. On the radio, the acting commander had said he didn’t
want to risk losing any further survivors, but Crash thought the guy
was probably just scared to death and wanting to get the hell out of
dodge.

From the corner of his
eye, Crash saw movement on the screen. He leaned over the desk,
planting his palms on the top of it as he watched the screen closely.

Was it them?

A van pulled up and
three living, breathing humans got out, their faces stricken with
fear and sorrow and confusion.

Yes, it was them. Two
girls and a guy. All three about Crash’s age. Maybe a little
younger. But it was them.

The blond guy walked
over toward where the check-in had been and Crash sat down, prepared.

A two-way radio had
been left on the table. They had been using it to communicate with
the supply camp, but when all hell broke lose, it was discarded and
no one bothered coming back for it.

Crash pulled his
microphone close to his mouth and took in a breath. This was going to
be interesting.

“Pick up,”
he said. “Is anyone there?”

He waited, watching on
one of the hospital’s outside security cameras as the three of
them hurried toward the radio. It was the guy who picked it up first.

“Hi,” he
answered. “This is Noah Vincent. We’re reporting for
evacuation, but this place is a mess.”

“I know,”
Crash said. “There was an attack earlier in the day. Anyone who
was still alive when the smoke cleared was taken to the safe zone.”

“Is that where
you are now?” the hot blonde girl shouted into the radio. “Are
you coming to get us?”

Crash cleared his
throat. Man, she was one hot tamale. But she sounded terrified and it
made his stomach sick to have to break the news to her.

“No,” he
said. “I’m sorry. But the soldiers aren’t coming
back for anyone. I’m pretty sure they’ve written that
place off for good at this point.”

“Wait, so you
aren’t a soldier?” Noah asked.

“Not in the
slightest bit,” Crash answered.

“Then who are
you?”

Good question. This was
going to be the hard part. How exactly would explain this? They would
think he was some nut-job.

“My name is
Crash,” he said. “I’m just a guy who’s been
hiding out in a basement for the past several weeks. But I’ve
been waiting for you. I’ve been waiting for all three of you.”

He saw them stare at
each other, confused. He couldn’t blame them. He was still
confused about how all this worked.

“This is going to
sound crazy, but I dreamed about you before this virus even started,”
he said. “I didn’t know your names, but I knew that fate
would somehow bring us together.”

He paused. No one said
anything, so he kept going.

“I hope you guys
are still with me here, because this is important,” he said.

“We’re
listening,” Noah said.

Crash ran a hand
through his hair. “I dreamed about the virus before it
happened,” he said. “And somehow, I knew that I needed to
be prepared to meet up with four others. People like me who would
have a special purpose in this new world. Am I making any sense?”

The girl with the black
hair exchanged a meaningful look with Noah. She took the radio from
his hands.

“More than you
can know,” she said. “So you have special abilities too?
Something extraordinary that you couldn’t have ever imagined
doing before this began?”

He laughed. “How
do you think I’m talking to you now?” he asked. “I’m
sitting at my computer in a city with no power, but for me, the power
is still on and on my monitors I can see you clear as day from the
security cameras just outside the emergency room.”

All three of them
turned and looked toward the hospital.

“I’m
Parrish, by the way,” she said. “And this is Karmen.”

Karmen, huh? In his
mind, he’d been calling her Barbie. He kind of liked that
better, because she was so freaking perfect. 


She grabbed the radio
from Parrish. “You said you have power? And food?”

“Yep,” he
said.

“Where are you?”
Noah asked.

“Trinidad,”
he said.

“Like Trinidad
the island?” Noah’s eyes got huge and Crash had to laugh.

“No, like
Trinidad, the neighborhood in D.C.”

Noah’s shoulders
visibly relaxed. “Man, that’s not too far from here,”
he said.

“I know,”
Crash told him. “Do you think you can make it here? I’ve
got enough food and water to last for months. I think we have a lot
we need to talk about.”

“Wait,”
Parrish said. “Earlier, you said that in your dream there were
four of us. But we only have three.”

Crash frowned. “I
know,” he said. “I can’t explain it. I just know
there are five of us out there. Five with special abilities. The four
of us and someone else, but for some reason, I haven’t dreamed
of the fifth person yet.”

Noah took the radio.
“How do we know we can trust you?”

Crash looked at the
video. “Because you have nowhere else to go.”




Parrish


As she climbed out of
her dead mother’s van, Parrish’s hand trembled. On the
road, they had seen a few undead wandering around, but there was a
sense of safety inside the car. As long as they were moving, there
was no way any of the zombies could touch them.

They had brought the
radio with them and Crash had managed to get them all the way to the
14th Street Bridge in the van, but now there was no choice
but to go the rest of the way on foot.

The entire bridge was
one massive pile-up of cars. People who had been desperate to flee
the city.

Getting out of the car
was terrifying. In the distance, she could see the sun hanging
dangerously low in the sky. Night would fall in the next few hours,
and they did not want to be outside when the rest of the undead
wandered out to look for food.

“It’s going
to be okay,” Noah said, startling her when she saw that he had
made his way around the car to her side. “We’ll make it
in time.”

Being with Noah
definitely made her feel better and she was glad not to be alone on
this journey. She tossed a look back at Karmen. She was worried about
her. Afraid she was going to be a liability if things got rough. She
seemed pretty shaken up by the scene at the evac point. Not that
Parrish could blame her. It was gruesome.

And she knew Karmen had
been thinking of it as her chance to get back to a normal life.

Normal just wasn’t
what fate had in mind for them.

“Okay, let’s
get this over with,” she said, carefully shutting the door to
the van. “According to Crash we need to be as quiet as possible
from here on out. He said there are packs of them inside some of
these dark buildings. He thinks that the sun makes their bodies
decompose faster, so they try to stay cool during the day and only
come out at night, after the sun goes down. But if they hear us, they
won’t care about the sun. They’ll just see us as food,
and come straight after us.”

“I don’t
think I can do this,” Karmen cried. “Why don’t we
just turn around, head for the mountains or someplace secluded? I
don’t get why we’re voluntarily going in to the city.”

“We’ve been
through all that,” Parrish told her, motioning for her to join
them outside the car and to keep her voice down. “You’re
free to stay here or drive up to the mountains on your own, but we’re
going in.”

“Fine, but if we
die in there—”

“If we die in
there, what? You’ll kill us?” Parrish smiled. Karmen
didn’t seem amused.

“Let’s just
get going,” Noah said. “We’re burning daylight.”

“Here,”
Parrish handed the radio to Karmen, “you talk to Crash and help
guide us through the city. Noah, you stay out front, and I’ll
stay in the back.”

Parrish took her
shotgun out of her bag, so glad they’d brought all the guns
despite the orders to leave them behind. She gripped the gun tight
and followed as Noah started climbing through the obstacle of smashed
up cars that blocked the bridge into the city.




Karmen


Karmen struggled to
keep her eyes on Noah’s back or her own feet. Anything to keep
from looking into those smashed-up cars with dead bodies inside. All
those people who had only been trying to get out of the city. Her
stomach felt queasy just thinking about it. She definitely didn’t
need to see it.

It was all just too
much. Too much sorrow. Too much disappointment. Too much uncertainty.

The evacuation was her
last real hope of a normal life. She’d wanted it so badly. When
they drove up and saw all those dead bodies, the soldiers gone, she
almost lost her mind.

And now these cars. She
didn’t want to look.

Still, her eyes
betrayed her.

Karmen glanced inside
the blue station wagon  to her right and immediately wished she
hadn’t. Inside, a small child, still strapped into her car
seat, lay lifeless. In front of her, Noah’s foot slipped. He
told her to wait there while he searched for a better path through
the pileup. No matter how hard she tried, Karmen couldn’t tear
her eyes away from that stupid blue station wagon. In the front seat,
the mother was slumped over the steering wheel. Another person was
doubled over in the passenger seat. The father? Maybe. She couldn’t
see very well from this angle.

But it was the child
that disturbed her so much. She looked like she was only sleeping.
Karmen leaned in toward the car and studied the little sleeping face.
The more she looked, the more she began to convince herself that the
child was still alive. Her cheeks looked almost rosy in this
lighting.

The window was rolled
down and Karmen reached out her hand, very slowly, toward the child.
She thought that maybe if she could shake the little girl’s
shoulders, she could find out if she was still alive or dead. She
imagined saving this little precious thing from her metal tomb, and
carrying her to Crash’s house where she could clean her up and
take care of her.

Her hand shook slightly
as she reached through the open window. She could hear Noah and
Parrish whispering toward the top of the car pyramid, but she
couldn’t hear them. All she could think about was this little
girl and what she would name her once she got her out of the car. 


“Hello?”
she asked in a hushed voice.

Karmen ran her index
finger over the child’s pale, soft cheek. The girl’s eyes
opened wide and her head twisted with a morbid crack. The girl made
an awful hissing noise and Karmen jumped back, screaming in horror.

Inside the car, the
child writhed against her restraints. Her arms stretched out toward
Karmen, and her jaw opened and snapped shut like an alligator.
Falling back, Karmen scraped the back of her leg against the twisted
metal of a pickup truck and screamed again, this time in pain.

Parrish and Noah ran to
her side. “What happened?” Parrish asked, her eyes wide.

Karmen wasn’t
sure she could trust her voice. It was as if the moment had scared it
out of her. Instead, she could only point toward the child zombie in
the station wagon. In horror, she watched as Parrish lifted the butt
of her shotgun and jammed it into the child’s head. The tiny
figure went still.

The group kept moving,
finally finding a path through the twisted pile of metal. But for a
long time afterward, Karmen’s heart was filled with a sick,
hollow sense of loss.




Noah


“You have to be
more careful.”

Noah wasn’t sure
whether he wanted to hit Karmen or hug her. What was she thinking?
Thank God the child had been strapped into a car seat or else he
would be facing a very difficult decision right about now. She could
have been bitten by that thing.

He shuddered.

“We need to keep
moving,” he said.

Karmen wiped her eyes
and nodded. He felt like a complete ass for being so cold toward her,
but what choice did he have? Hadn’t he lost everything, too?
There simply wasn’t time for pity and compassion until they got
to a safer place, and Crash’s apartment was still six miles
away. On foot, they would be lucky to make it before dark.

Noah made his way back
over the top of the metal mountain of cars, making sure to find a
solid place to set his foot before putting his weight on it. Slowly,
the three of them made it through the pileup and back on to the
asphalt of the main road.

“It’s so
eerie out here,” Parrish whispered. “So quiet.”

She was right. There
were none of the sounds you would expect to hear on a busy
intersection in Washington D.C. No car horns beeping. No voices or
footsteps. The familiar sound of tires on the road as cars zipped by.
It was all missing. Instead, the city was silent. Flat.

Dead.

Noah reached over and
took Parrish’s hand in his own. She looked over at him, a
surprised look on her face, and he gave her a gentle squeeze before
letting go. He wanted to tell her that everything would be okay, but
how could he promise such a ridiculous thing? All he could really
promise was that he was there, standing by her side.

“Okay,” he
said, hesitating before pulling his gaze away from her face. “Let’s
do this.”

The walk toward Crash’s
was easy at first. Once they made it over the bridge, the three of
them moved together from city block to city block barely saying a
word. Crash led them on a path that went down Independence Avenue and
around the Capitol Reflecting Pool.

Noah had been here many
times with his dad and on field trips and stuff. But it was all so
different now.  The passed the House of Representatives and he
couldn’t help but wonder what part of the U.S. government even
still existed at this point. Was the President still alive?

Karmen told them to
turn right on Constitution. The street was a piled with bodies. It
looked like some kind of bloody march on Washington. Noah and the
others had to cover their mouths and noses just to survive the stench
of it.

“Is there some
other way?” Karmen asked Crash through the radio. “I
mean, are you seeing this on your little cameras? Because this is
disgusting.”

Crash insisted that
this was the safest and fastest route. “Wouldn’t you
rather walk through a few blocks of disgusting dead people than have
to try to walk a few blocks through hundreds of walking dead ones?”

“Point taken,”
Karmen muttered.

When they got to
Stanton Park, Noah pulled his gun out, ready for anything. They kept
several feet clear of the trees and shadows and luckily made it
through without running into anyone. Or anything.

Every once in a while,
they saw a rotter shuffling along one of the side streets, but for
the most part, they were nowhere to be seen. Packed into buildings
until the sun went down, Crash told them.

In the distance, the
sun was making its descent, coloring the horizon the slightest bit
pink. None of them mentioned it, but Noah knew that they only had
about and hour before the sun went down for good. He didn’t
want to think about what would happen to them if they couldn’t
find a safe place to hide or settle down before then.

The were running out of
time.

“Karmen,”
he whispered. “Ask Crash how much farther to his house.”

He heard Karmen whisper
into her headset. There was silence for a moment, then she said, “He
said we’re still about two miles away, but that if we don’t
run into much trouble, we should make it just in time.”

A couple of miles.
Shit. They weren’t walking fast enough. Under normal
circumstances, two miles wouldn’t take more than half an hour
to walk. But this was far from normal. And the streets were becoming
more compact in this area. The buildings were getting taller,
creating more shadows. More places for the rotters to hide.

With every sound, the
three of them stopped and looked around. Every time one of them
spotted a zombie stumbling around on the street, they had to find a
safer route around the thing, watching their backs the entire time. 


“We have to pick
up the pace,if we’re going to make it.”

“What do you mean
if?” Karmen said.

“Maybe he means
’if Karmen doesn’t try to stick her fleshy arm in front
of any more child zombies and offer them a little snack’,”
Parrish said.

Noah hid a smile and
kept walking. The last thing he needed was for these two to get
started again. 


“For your
information, I didn’t realize the little girl was a zombie,”
Karmen spat back. 


“Right, cause the
putrid smell and the black circles under her eyes didn’t give
that away,” Parrish said, stomping ahead of Noah and leaving
Karmen behind.

They were walking
through an alley in between two tall buildings just off Maryland
Avenue, and Noah just wanted them to shut up. The darkness was
creeping in on them second by second. Here in the alley, there were
too many shadowy corners and open doorways. 


“Hey! That child
was beautiful. She didn’t even look dead at all until she woke
up. I honestly thought she was sleeping. What if she had been alive?
Would you rather I just leave a sleeping child trapped in a carseat
until she died?”

Parrish stopped and
stomped her way back toward Karmen. Noah’s stomach tightened.
They couldn’t afford to lose time, and this argument was
pointless.

“Well, I
certainly wouldn’t have tried sticking my fingers practically
in the child’s mouth just to see if she was alive or not,”
Parrish said, standing still in front of Karmen with her hands on her
hips.

“I wasn’t
sticking my fingers in her mouth.” Karmen’s voice echoed
through the alley, sending a panic through Noah’s body. What
were they trying to do? Lure out every single rotter in a ten mile
radius?

“Shhhh,” he
said, stepping between the girls. “Keep your voices down. If
you haven’t noticed the sun is going down and we’re in
the middle of a dark alley filled with shadows and doorways and all
kinds of nooks and crannies. Unless you both have a death wish, I
suggest you drop this discussion until we’re safely inside
Crash’s apartment.”

As he was talking, he
noticed movement in the distance. Squinting in the hazy twilight, he
now saw that a small group of zombies had stumbled out of a nearby
shop and were making their way down the alley. One of them stopped
briefly to let out a long and echoing moan that sent a shiver of fear
through Noah’s body.

Both girls turned at
the sound and froze as they saw the approaching group of undead. “Oh
my sweet Jesus,” Karmen whimpered. 


“We’ll be
okay,” Noah assured her. “We just need to keep moving and
keep our mouths shut, okay?”

Parrish and Karmen
nodded and he motioned for them to get moving. Their steps were timid
as they all made their way through the rest of the alley, which
seemed to be growing darker by the second.

Beside him, he felt
Parrish’s body stiffen. He followed her gaze and stopped cold.

A redheaded man
stumbled out of the door in front of them, his fingers reaching
toward them. Karmen screamed and Noah clamped his hand over her
mouth. Barely able to draw a steady breath, he turned around to see
zombies pouring from every open door and dark corner. Karmen’s
scream must have acted like some kind of dinner bell for these
things.

“Tell Crash we
need a way out of this alley. Fast!” Noah looked to Karmen, but
his words didn’t seem to register with her. She was staring
dumbly at the wave of zombies shambling towards them.

He ripped the radio out
of her hand. “Crash? Are you seeing this? We’re
surrounded! Where can we go?”

“Oh shit, dude.
Hang on,” Crash said. Noah could hear fingers tapping again at
the keyboard. “Okay, straight ahead, then turn in the second
doorway on your left.”

Noah didn’t
hesitate. He grabbed Karmen by the arm and pulled her along as
Parrish followed close behind them. Between them and the doorway
Crash was talking about, Noah counted five zombies. He let go of
Karmen’s arm and slid his bat from his pack.

He’d have much
rather used the handgun, but that would make noise. And right now,
noise was their enemy.

Behind him, he heard
the collective moan of several undead. And they were close.

Still, Noah hesitated.
These things used to be people. He hated to go on a killing rampage.
What if there was some kind of cure?

Noah knew he was being
ridiculous. He could either see these zombies as people and let them
possibly kill him, or he could kill them first and worry about their
human status later. He’d killed his own father, hadn’t
he? A handful of strangers shouldn’t be any worse.

Even if these things
had been human at some point, they weren’t human anymore. They
were monsters. They were killers. He had no choice. If he wanted to
live, he was going to have to kill zombies. This is simply what the
world had come to.

His hand steadied, and
Noah swung the bat. The zombie closest to them fell backward as his
head jerked to the side.

Another came up behind
that one.

He swung again, hitting
the zombie dead in the center of its forehead. It fell limply to the
ground. A surge of confidence flowed through him as he quickly aimed
at the next one, took a deep breath, and swung again. Parrish put her
back to his, her katana slicing through the ones that approached them
from behind. One-by-one, all of the infected fell to the ground.

“Wow,”
Parrish said. “Hell yeah! Let’s move!’

The three of them moved
around the dead corpses and into the second door on the left, making
sure to close the door behind them. There were no lights on in the
building and out of habit, Noah reached for the light switch on the
wall. Then he remembered Crash had said most of the city was without
power. He reached in his backpack for a flashlight and shone it
around the room.

They seemed to be in
some kind of storage room for an office building. Tall metal racks
held cases of copy paper, boxes of pens, extra toner cartridges and
packaging materials.

“Now what?”
he asked Crash.

“You should be
inside the first floor office of some accounting firm. I can’t
see inside the building with my satellite, and the infrared scanner
doesn’t pick up the zombies because, well, they’re dead
and not giving off any body heat. Once you get into the main office,
I should be able to pull you up on the security cameras. You’ll
have to carefully open the door to the main office and see if there’s
anyone in there. If you can make it through the office and out the
front door, it should put you on the main street, which is Florida
Avenue. It appears to be basically clear right now. Of course, it
will only be clear if you guys stop making noise and screaming at
every cockroach that scurries under your feet. The more noise you
make, they more attention you’re going to get from those
things.”

“So no guns?”
Noah asked.

“Not unless
you’re in trouble,” Crash said. “When it comes down
to you, do what you gotta do to stay alive.”

“Stay behind me,”
Noah whispered to the girls. He took a shallow breath and felt a buzz
of energy center in his chest. Carefully, he turned the knob on the
door and opened it. He peered into the room beyond and felt a second
of sweet relief. “All clear.”

The office was dark,
but there was some light coming in through the front windows on the
far side of the room. The room was divided into small cubicle
offices, and Noah felt a strange uneasiness crawl up his spine as he
looked around. One desk had a person’s lunch set out on top,
only one bite missing from a moldy sandwich. It was as though the
desk’s owner had simply disappeared mid-meal.

He crept through the
dark maze of desks, noticing overturned chairs, discarded cell
phones, and further evidence of a world gone very wrong. What had he
expected? The world had gone wrong, hadn’t it? Still, he
somehow pictured the scene inside these tall city buildings to look
like everyone had simply gone home for the weekend. Instead, it was
chaos. Struggle. Abandonment.

Crash’s voice on
speaker sliced through the silence in the office. “Uh-oh.”

“Great, what is
it now? Werewolves? Aliens? The fun just keeps on coming,”
Karmen said, throwing up her hands.

“No, Barbie,
everyone knows there’s no such thing as werewolves,”
Crash said. “Zombies. About a block away from where you are,
but moving in your general direction. I have no idea if they can
smell you from that far away, but I don’t think now is the time
to test that theory.”

Noah picked up the
pace, kicking an overturned desk chair out of the aisle. He heard a
low moan, but before his brain registered what was happening, the
zombie had attached itself to his leg. He yelled out and shook his
leg, trying to get it off him, but it wouldn’t budge.

From the shadowed
cubicles, he heard another growl, then another. His head snapped up
and he looked around to see a few zombies stand up throughout the
room, awakened by his own yells of terror.




The Boy


Something had caught
their attention out on the street.

The boy was huddled in
the corner of his small apartment. It was still at least half an hour
until the darkness came, but something else had drawn them out. They
seemed to be getting hungrier lately. More desperate.

Either that, or they
were stronger and less afraid.

The boy shivered and
brought his legs up tight against this ribs. He put his hands over
his ears. He didn’t want to hear them out there. He didn’t
want to hear the screams of the people they tore apart.

The growls and moans of
the undead echoed off the tall buildings and no matter how tight he
held his hands to his head, he could still hear them. What if they
came for him next? What would happen to him if they found him?

Terrified, the boy
crawled low across the floor and climbed in to the closet near his
mother’s bed.

He pulled the pillows
and blankets up over his head, forming a cocoon against the noise.

Night was coming and
the darkness felt like it lasted for an eternity.

He would hide for as
long as it took. He would hide until the screaming stopped.




The Witch


The group of infected
was impressive.

The Dark One would be
proud of her. Not only had she used her tracking to locate most of
the guardians, but she had also been working on a very special new
spell.

She was excited her
plan had worked so beautifully. Getting rid of the evacuation site
had been the most difficult part of her newest plan. It had taken a
lot of infected to scare off the soldiers and such a large group of
survivors.

If the three guardians
had gotten on that transport, she wouldn’t have been able to
get to them very easily, but outside, on their own, they were much
more vulnerable.

And thanks to Crash,
the rest had simply fallen in to place.

The Dark One had been
right. Once she’d tracked down the guardians and established a
strong connection with them through the stone, she’d been able
to see their dreams as if they were her own.

The one called Crash
had a very special talent with his dreams. He could see the future.
Which worked out perfectly for the witch. It had helped her stay one
step ahead so she could set the ultimate trap.

She knew he would
contact the three guardians and guide them through the city.

Tonight, she had
managed to round up five beautiful specimens for her experiment.

The witch walked down
the line, inspecting each one thoroughly. The short, athletic woman
would be agile and fast. The two tall, muscular young men would be
even stronger once they were infused with her new spell. The fourth
infected was an older woman with a thin frame and long, bloody
fingernails. She must have been using them as an effective weapon
against her prey.

The fifth and final
infected, however, was the real prize. A giant of a man. Thick, rough
skin. Bear-size hands big enough to crush a human head with a single
squeeze. He was wearing a long black trench coat that made him look
like some frightening character from a horror comic. The witch was
anxious to see what her new spell would do to him.

“Your
instructions are very simple,” she said to them, still pacing
like a commander in front of new recruits. “Kill the
guardians.”

The group of zombies
groaned and grunted. She knew they would obey. It was the Dark One’s
magic that flowed through their blackened veins and gave them this
life after death. They had no choice but to obey.

As the sun began to set
behind them, a tingle of excitement traveled through the witch’s
body. 


The Dark One had
commanded her to keep the guardians apart. To get rid of them in
whatever way she could.

It had taken the witch
a full week to come up with a spell that would turn a zombie into a
deadly weapon, but she had done it. More than three dozen infected
had been lost during her experiments, but tonight, it will have all
been worth it.

Of course, these five
would also be lost. Their bodies would corrode quickly once the virus
was magnified inside them, but she was certain they would hold up
long enough to get the job done. It wouldn’t take long.

Soon, the guardians
would be dead. 


As individuals, they
were powerful. But as a group of five, they would be nearly
unstoppable once they reached their full potential. Killing even one
of the guardians would be a victory.

The witch looked down
on the office building across the street. Inside, she could see the
guardians fighting the first wave of servants. They had already
succeeded in killing more than half of them, but their swords and
guns would have little effect on this new breed of zombie. When they
left the shelter of the office building and emerged into the
near-darkness of the twilight hour, her super zombies would be
waiting for them.

It is time. 


The voice of the Dark
One whispered to her, and the witch turned to the line of zombie
soldiers and smiled. She began reciting the spell she had perfected,
calling forth the element of fire. Above her, the sky responded with
a bright crack of lightning.

Storm clouds rumbled
above, moving in fast and blocking out the sun’s remaining
rays. A great power coursed through her like electricity as she cast
the spell. The blood in her veins turned to a fiery lava, thick and
hot. She gave herself over to it, letting it burn from the inside
out. She welcomed the pain, because with great pain came great
reward. She had learned that during her weeks here in this world.

Words of magic spilled
forth from her mouth and she raised her hands high into the air.

Lightning cracked
again, this time connecting with her and flowing through her body.
She screamed in agony as the power coursed through her, then fell to
her knees when it stopped.

Slowly, she rose, eyes
blazing with the power of pure fire.

Her hands dripped with
a red-hot liquid that seemed to glow from within. The witch commanded
the first zombie to open its mouth. The short woman fell to her knees
and opened her mouth, and like a child receiving her first communion,
she welcomed the magic potion as it poured down her throat.

The infected woman
grabbed her neck in pain, then crumbled to the hard surface of the
rooftop. Disappointment and fear flashed through the witch. This
spell had to work. She had practiced it over and over again. It had
to work. She could not fail the Dark One tonight.

Then, with wonder, she
watched as the woman’s body shook with a violent seizure. Her
already damaged skin bubbled up as if her blood were boiling inside
her veins. 


The small woman’s
body stilled, then her head snapped up. Her eyes were no longer a
milky blue, but instead glowed a deep and fiery red. Her teeth had
grown longer. The skin of her face stretched as her mouth opened and
closed with a horrible snapping sound. She was animal-like, hunched
over on all fours.

The witch, confident
now, instructed each of the zombies to drink from her poisonous
fingertips. The tall men grew taller, their skin ripping apart to
reveal their now elongated muscles and bone. The old woman’s
nails grew to a terrifying length, now as thick and sharp as daggers.

When the giant man in
the trench coat drank, he let out a roar that rivaled the coming
storm. He doubled over, his muscles rippling with the power of the
virus. He cried out as his body transformed into a hulking brute of a
thing. When he stood, he was well over seven feet tall. His muscles
were thick and strong.

“Go and find the
guardians,” she told them. “Kill them for the glory of
the Dark One.”

With that, the witch
walked to the edge of the rooftop and looked down. The guardians
stepped out into the street below, the first wave of zombies
defeated. Above her head, lightning cracked and rain began to fall.

She looked back on the
new monsters she had created. They were beautiful in their grotesque
new forms, their skin stretched to the point of breaking open. With
her index finger, she pointed down at the guardians and the
super-infected soldiers took off into the night to fulfill their
morbid destiny.

The witch turned away.
She wished she could stay and watch, but tonight, she had one more
job to do for the Dark One.




Crash


Crash pulled the Hot
Pocket out of the microwave and tossed it onto a paper plate. Dang,
those suckers got hot. He blew on his fingers to cool them off.

It wasn’t the
healthiest meal, but he’d become addicted to these things when
he’d started gaming.

If only the zombie
fight he was watching on his screen now was a game.

He took a bite and
sauce oozed out onto his desk. 


“Damn,” he
muttered, jumping up to grab a paper towel from the kitchen.

“Everything okay
over there?” Noah’s voice shouted through the speakers. 


“Yep,” he
said, wiping up the red sauce and tossing the napkin in the trash.
“Just had a minor food accident, but all is well. How are you
guys doing? Is the room clear?”

“Yeah, the office
is cleared out. We’re about to head back into the street. Can
you see anything on any of the security cameras or infrared? Or are
we clear?”

Crash sat down again
and studied his live video of the streets surrounding the office
building where Noah and the others were hiding. “Actually, it
looks like you’ve got a pretty clear shot right now. All you
have to do is head back out onto Florida Avenue and look for Trinidad
Avenue somewhere to your right.  You’re still a couple blocks
from my apartment, but if you hurry, you should make it here before
the sun sets completely.”

“I’m not
going back out there. Why can’t we just stay in here for the
night? We already cleared the room. We could lock the doors and wait
it out. I do not want to risk going outside with the sun already
starting to set. Look how dark it is out there.”

That was Barbie
talking. She always had some objection or complaint.

Spoiled little rich
girl.

“It’s up to
you guys what you wanna do,” Crash said, leaning back in his
chair. “You’ll just be a hell of a lot safer here in my
apartment where there’s food, water, electricity, and most
importantly, sturdy locks.”

“We’re on
our way,” Parrish said. “Even if I have to drag Karmen
there by her ponytail. Just stay on the phone and help guide us to
your place. If we stay here, we might not make it through the night.”

Crash chuckled. He was
starting to like this Parrish girl.

“Fine,”
Karmen said, obvious distaste in her tone. “But if we die,
don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

Crash took another bite
of food and watched his new friends on two different security cameras
as they came back into view on the street outside the building. They
had taken quite a beating from their fight with the Z’s in the
office. Noah looked like he had taken a bath in blood. And Barbie?
Well, her perfect blond curls were matted together in sticky clumps.
She was definitely going to need a shower when she got to his house.
He briefly considered the thought of putting a secret camera in the
bathroom. That girl might be a pain, but she was smokin’ hot.

Crash laughed and shook
his head, finishing his dinner and throwing the plate in the trash
can under his desk. He couldn’t really do that to her, but man,
the thought of seeing her naked sent his temperature up a few
degrees. Too bad she was so annoying. Especially since she was likely
one of the last women on earth at this point.

He grabbed a bottle of
soda from the mini-fridge and took a long hard drink. Out of the
corner of his eye, something lit up on the infrared scanner. Just a
second ago, it had been completely blank except for the three of
them. Now, besides his friends, there were five distinct figures. 


And they were bright.
Like, impossibly bright. Crash moved to the edge of his seat, his
toes tapping. Something had to be wrong. He reconnected with the
infrared in his mind to run a diagnostic, but everything seemed to be
functioning fine. He leaned in to study the images more closely.

Their shapes looked
basically human, but there was no way a human could be that hot
unless they were literally on fire.

He needed to pull up
the spot with his regular satellite feed or a camera so he could see
exactly what it was. 


“Hold on a
second, guys. There’s something really weird on the infrared.”

“What is it?”
Noah asked.

“I told you,”
Karmen said. “Just wait. We’re all going to die, and it’s
going to be Parrish’s fault. I told you we should have just—”

“How would it be
my fault? I’m not the one who destroyed the military convoy,”
Parrish said. “Besides, I never forced you to come here.”

Crash was only half
listening to their conversation. He could move the satellite image
around with his mouse, but pinpointing the exact location of whatever
was giving off the heat signature wasn’t easy. Whatever was out
there had disappeared inside the building and he couldn’t get a
good look at them.

But their images were
still showing up on the infrared even though they were deep inside
the stairwell. Holy crap.

They were headed
downstairs. Fast.

“Guys,” he
said, trying to keep his voice calm so they didn’t panic. “I
think you need to get out of there.”

“What is it?”
Parrish asked. 


“I don’t
know exactly,” he said. “Zombies maybe, but not like
anything we’ve seen so far. They’re giving off a crazy
high heat signature.”

“Wait,”
Noah said. “I thought you told us that the zombies don’t
give off any kind of heat signature.”

“They don’t,”
he said, tapping his foot nervously. He didn’t have time to
explain, not that he could anyway. He needed to get them out of there
before they got killed. “But these do. I don’t know why,
and right now, I don’t care. Just get your butts moving
people.”

He zoomed the satellite
image back out so that he could watch his friends and make sure they
were on the move. The tightness in his gut had him seriously
regretting the Hot Pocket. 


The bright hot infrared
images kept moving downward. One of them so fast, it was like
watching lightning streak across his screen. He clicked from screen
to screen, trying to make sense of what was happening. Had the fast
one already reached the ground floor?

“Oh my God,”
he heard Karmen yell. “What is that?”

“Holy shit,
everybody get back in the building. Now!” The raw fear in
Noah’s voice sent a chill up Crash’s spine.

He watched as the
strange zombies separated and made their move. Over the other end of
the line, he heard the sound of gunshots and his insides churned. He
couldn’t just sit here and watch his friends die. He had to do
something.

“Try to find a
safe place, barricade yourselves in,” he told them. “I’m
on my way.”

He stood fast, knocking
the chair over behind him. He searched through the mess on top of his
desk, looking for the keys to his truck.

Then, something caught
his attention on the screen in the top left. Another heat signature.
This time, a human one. Someone small and curled into a ball in the
corner of one of the rooms in the building.

He swallowed, his eyes
growing larger.

“The fifth,”
he whispered.

He’d dreamed
this.

His hands grew sweaty,
his breath shallow. 


He moved a stack of
papers out of the way and grabbed the set of silver keys. Turning, he
nearly stumbled over the chair as he ran toward the garage, his heart
racing. 


This was it. Everything
he’d been preparing for. Everything he’d been dreaming
about. It all came down to this night. He had to save his friends and
then he had to save the fifth.




Parrish


Red glowing eyes stared
at her through the window at the front of the building. Parrish
forced herself to breathe, but the air came in ragged gulps. What was
that thing?

She turned the lock on
the door and backed away. Noah pushed a large desk in front of the
door while Karmen searched for something she could use as a weapon.
The fight against all those rotters earlier had been scary, but once
they had a few down, it was pretty easy to pick the rest of them off.
Slicing a slow zombie in a room set up like a maze was kind of easy
as long as you had good aim and a sharp weapon.

The thing outside with
the red eyes was different. It looked like a woman, but was crouched
low to the ground like a dog. And Crash said there were five of them?
Parrish shuddered.

The entire front of the
office was made of glass, and Parrish watched in horror as the first
one was joined by two others. The new ones were different. Tall and
grotesque. It looked like someone had taken them and stretched them
like taffy. Their arms were long and skinny and the torso on one of
the men was stretched so far his guts were spilling out.

“Holy Jesus,”
Parrish said, covering her mouth to keep from gagging.

“Oh great,”
Karmen said, coming up beside her. “As if the regular zombies
weren’t bad enough. Now we have to deal with some kind of
mutant zombies? Seriously?”

Parrish hated to admit
it, but for once she agreed with Karmen. When were they ever going to
get a break?

As if to answer her
question, the glass of the front window smashed. Parrish saw a blur
of red as something charged through the window and scurried into a
dark corner of the office. She and Karmen both ran toward the back of
the room on the opposite side

“Forget the
barricades,” Parrish shouted to Noah. “They’re in.”

“I heard the
glass break,” he said, joining them, “but what the hell
was it that came through?”

“I have no idea,
and I don’t think we should stick around to find out. They’ll
all be able to get in now that the window is cracked.”

“Well, how do you
propose we get out of here?” Karmen asked. “This back
door is still blocked off from earlier, and for all we know, there
are more rotters on the other side. We’re trapped.”

“I’ll take
the normal kind of rotters over whatever these things are any day,”
Noah said.

He got to work pulling
the desk and bookcase away from the back door. With his enormous
strength, it didn’t take long, but they didn’t have any
time to waste. In the front of the office, Parrish watched the two
stretched-out zombies step through the broken window. 


“Hurry, Noah,”
she said, backing toward him. She turned and helped him move away the
last of the barricade. As he threw open the back door, all three of
them froze in terror.

Standing at the back
door was a monster that looked like he could be Frankenstein’s
twin brother. He towered above them, glowing red liquid dripping from
his pointed teeth. Parrish couldn’t move as she stared up at
it, her heart slamming against her chest. The man—or what used
to be a man—was wearing a black trench coat that was long and
coated in blood. The side of his face was worn away and she could see
his teeth through the part that used to be his cheek. He let out a
low, rumbling growl that made Parrish want to curl up on the floor
and cry.

Luckily, Noah recovered
faster than she did. He slammed the door shut and shouted for the
girls to run. Parrish tried to move her feet, but it was like her
brain had gone on vacation. All she could do was stare dumbly as Noah
re-stacked the desks in front of the door.

Karmen’s screams
woke her up. She shook her head and looked around, slow to process
all that was happening, but desperately aware that she was in danger.

Just as she turned,
something lunged at her from the half-darkness. At first, she thought
it was some kind of dog. The thing was hunched over on all fours and
growled like a rabid animal, but then she felt its hands on her and
she knew it was, or had been, human. She summoned all of her strength
and pushed it off of her, then reached for her sword.

The zombie flew through
the air, but was agile enough to land on its feet, more like a cat
than a dog. It lifted its head and focused its red eyes on Parrish
once again. In its gaze, she saw pure evil. This thing was after her.
Not just after her like the rotters were. Those mindless things went
after anything with a pulse.

This thing, whatever it
was, wanted her. Specifically.

Something inside her
switched on like a light and she was overcome by the intense desire
to live. To destroy this evil and figure out why all this was
happening.

The hunched-over zombie
ran toward her again, but this time she was ready for it. She swung
her sword at its head, but the zombie was too fast. It leapt past the
sword, then came back toward her. She ducked out of the way at the
last second, dodging to her right.

Parrish whirled around,
looking for it. It had completely disappeared in the blink of an eye.
How was she supposed to kill it if she could barely see it.

Then, its eyes opened,
lighting up the area around it like a red lantern. It was clinging to
the wall on the far side of the room.

How is this
possible?

She put her sword back
into her pack and pulled out the shotgun instead. She fired as soon
as she could get a good aim. The zombie jumped down and the bullet
tore through the wall where it had just been perched.

Parrish shot again, but
again the zombie was too fast. It jumped from wall to wall, mocking
her. Parrish fumbled in her pocket for extra shells, but she couldn’t
move fast enough. The zombie was on her again, its mouth opening
wider than Parrish ever would have thought possible. Its jaw had
practically come unhinged. She tried to reach for her sword, but it
was too late. She didn’t have enough room. Enough strength.

She struggled hard as
the zombie brought its teeth down on her shoulder, bracing herself
for the pain.




Noah


Noah watched as Parrish
fell to the ground, struggling to pull her sword from her backpack.

He’d been
fighting with one of the stretched-out super zombies, but in his
rage, he grabbed its neck and threw it across the room.

He ran toward Parrish,
pumping his legs as hard as he could. He lifted his bat and swung,
the wood making contact with the thing’s jaw just before it
clamped down on her shoulder.

The dog-like zombie
screeched as it flew across the room. Blood the color of fire
splattered against the wall, then turned a sick black and began to
drip. The zombies eyes closed, then its body began to rapidly
decompose, practically melting into the floor. 


“Thanks,”
Parrish said, her eyes meeting his. He helped her up, then lifted his
bat again, ready for the next blow.

“Where’s
Karmen?” He looked around, but didn’t see her anywhere.
“Karmen!”

“She’s over
there,” Parrish said, pointing toward the center of the office.


Noah saw her standing
on a desk in the middle of the room. The two tall zombies were
standing there beside her, staring into space as if they’d been
hypnotized. He watched in awe. Karmen was within grabbing distance of
the two zombies, but she wasn’t trying to run away or scream.
Her eyes were closed, her face serene and peaceful, as if she was
meditating.

Noah didn’t have
time to wrap his head around it, though. Another female zombie, this
time an older looking woman, was making her way toward the back of
the office. Behind him, the big brute in the trench coat pounded on
the barricaded door. It was only a matter of time before he pushed
through.

They’d somehow
managed to kill one, but there were still four more to go.

Noah turned back to the
older zombie. She lifted her hands out in front of her and he gasped.
Her fingernails were long, thick daggers. Another mutation?

Where had all these
things come from? Would all of the undead eventually turn into
something like this?

Beside her, Noah lifted
his dad’s .45 and aimed at the dagger woman. His bullet hit her
in the neck, but she didn’t even seem to notice. Glowing red
liquid poured from her like lava, but she kept moving toward them.
She wasn’t as fast as the other zombie, but she was coming
straight for them with dedicated focus.

“Shoot it again,”
Parrish yelled. She lifted her shotgun to her shoulder and aimed.

He pulled the trigger
again, this time hitting her dead center in the chest. She didn’t
flinch.

“Aim for the
head,” she told him.

Noah cursed. He knew
that, but these things had him all turned around. He pushed off
another shot, this time hitting the edge of the woman’s head. A
piece of its skull cracked off, but she only stopped for a moment and
kept coming. She was only a few feet away now.

“Hit it with the
shotgun,” he said. “This thing’s too weak.”

“I’m
trying,” she said. “My damn hands are shaking too bad.”

Noah put the pistol in
the back of his jeans and grabbed the shotgun away from Parrish. His
hands weren’t shaking at all. He had some kind of enhanced
focus, just like when he used to shoot hoops. Only this time he was
shooting something entirely different.

He pulled the trigger
on the shotgun and it bucked against his shoulder. The blast rang in
his ears, but hit its mark dead-on.

Scissor-hands fell to
the ground, red lava flowing from the hole in her head for a moment
before the light inside seemed to dim and then shut off.

Two down.

Just then, the trench
coat zombie broke through the wall behind them. He must have given up
on the barricaded door and decided to simply tear down part of the
wall. He let out a loud roar.

Noah grabbed Parrish’s
arm and ran, barely getting out of the way before a filing cabinet
came crushing down right where they had stood.

Parrish laughed an
almost mad kind of laughter. “This is insane,” she said.

Noah slid across the
top of a desk, then turned around, taking quick aim and firing the
last of the shotgun shells at the hulking beast. Small dots of red
poured from the thing’s forehead and Noah’s jaw opened.
He’d hit it in the head, but the blast had barely broken that
thing’s skin.

He let the gun fall to
the floor. It was useless without ammo.

He pulled his bat out
of his bag, his heart racing wildly as the giant zombie in the trench
coat headed straight for them.




Karmen


When the weird, tall
stretchy zombies started coming toward her, Karmen had a brief moment
where all she wanted to do was give in.

How would it feel to
just let them bite her? How long would it take before the virus
worked in her system, turning her into one of those things? It would
be so much easier to just let this be the end of it.

But then she thought
about how ugly and gross they were with their pus-filled sores and grey
skin. Uck. She could not let herself go out like that. Even if there
was almost no one left in the world to see it. She would know.

She pulled out the
shotgun Noah had given her, but it was so heavy, she had a hard time
aiming it. There was no way she was going to be able to hold it up
straight enough to shoot that thing in the head. Her only other
weapon was a golf club. That might have worked on the regular
rotters, but these things? She seriously doubted it.

She basically had two
options.

Let it eat her

Or run.

She dropped the gun to
the floor and grabbed the golf club just in case. Then she ran. The
office was a morbid obstacle course now of bodies and flipped over
desks, papers and overturned chairs. She used the golf club like a
vaulting stick, jumping over the debris and navigating her way
through the mess. She had managed to get pretty far out ahead of it.

But then there was
another one. She glanced behind her, thinking maybe she’d
gotten turned around, but no, there were two of these things. Almost
like twins.

They converged on her
and she screamed.

Anger raced through her
veins. She’d gone through the trouble of deciding she wanted to
live and now they were going to kill her anyway. This sucked.

She wasn’t going
to go down without a fight.

She kind of wished
she’d brought the gun with her now, but it was way too late for
that. She held her golf club tight in her hands and turned in
circles, watching as the two tall rotters stepped into her space.

The smell of them was
overpowering. Like rotten flesh on crack. Bile stung the back of her
throat, but she swallowed it down. She had to think of something or
she was going to get eaten by these things.

Then she remembered
Noah’s dad and her skin began to tingle.

At the time, she’d
thought it was some kind of stress reaction to believe that she’d
actually been talking to a mindless zombie with the force of her own
mind. People had said a lot of things about her in her short sixteen
years on this earth, but no one had ever said she had a strong mind.

Still, she had talked
to it. Almost commanded it.

And it had listened.

As the taller ones
reached her, she knew it was her only hope. Her only chance. She
stilled her mind and closed her eyes, not wanting to see if their
teeth ripped into her flesh anyway.

She focused on them,
sending her thoughts to them.

Stop.

She practically shouted
it in her head, putting all the force of her belief behind it.

When she didn’t
feel her skin being torn from her body, she opened her eyes just a
little and peeked out the one on her right. His face had gone slack
and his eyes dimmed. They were still red, but less glowy.

She snapped her eyes
shut and took in a calming breath.

You will not move.
You will not touch me.

She opened her eyes
again and took a better look. Both of the tall zombies were standing
there, their arms limp at their sides and their eyes staring straight
ahead.

Some kind of white-hot
energy hummed inside her skin. She felt connected to them, as if
there were an invisible rope of energy tying them to her thoughts. As
long as she didn’t break that line, she could control them.

A gunshot off toward
the back pulled her attention and she turned without thinking.

One of the taller
zombies moaned and lifted his hand toward her.

Oh crap.

Karmen climbed onto a
large desk in front of her and turned back toward the two zombies.
She couldn’t let anything destroy her focus or she was gone.

She concentrated again,
centering herself as much as she could. She focused on that bright
light within, her skin growing so warm, sweat trickled down between
her shoulder-blades. She commanded them to stop. To wait. To be
still.

And they were.




Parrish


Parrish lifted her
sword to the giant zombie.

He narrowed his red
eyes at her, then reached out and took the sharp end of the sword in
the palm of his hand. Parrish struggled against his grip, but the
blade didn’t even slice through his skin. He yanked the sword
out of her hands and flung it to the side.

Parrish’s jaw
dropped open and her breath became short and shallow.

Noah rushed forward
with his bat, but even a blow to the head didn’t phase it.

The giant zombie’s
red eyes focused in on Parrish alone. He wanted her. The truth of it
slammed into her. This thing had been sent for her and it wouldn’t
stop until she was dead.

She was caught now
between the side of the room and the zombie, with no real escape. All
she had were her fighting skills. Skills she didn’t even know
how or why she possessed.

Still, she had to trust
that she knew these things for a reason. She had to believe in
herself.

Parrish moved into
fighting stance, ready to face whatever would come.

A strange coolness
pulsed through her and she noticed with astonishment that the tips of
her fingers were glowing with a bright blue light. She brought her
palm in front of her face, fanning her fingers out and turning her
hand around to study it. Deep inside her core, she could feel the
pulse and energy of that blue light. She didn’t understand it,
but somehow, she knew she could use it. Control it.

Following her
instincts, she closed her fists and concentrated all of her energy
into them. She felt the power flow down the length of her arms. It
was cool and calming, growing brighter and more radiant. She thrust
her hand forward, aiming at the giant zombie. A flash of blue shot
out from her fingertips, sending him backward.

Ice hardened on her
fingertips, then fell to the ground like crystals, melting as they
hit the carpet.

“What the hell
did you just do?” Noah shouted.

“I have no idea,”
she said, her voice trembling.

She didn’t have
much time to ponder what had happened, or to celebrate her victory.
Karmen screamed and Parrish turned to see that the two stretched-out
zombies had come out of their temporary comas. They reached out
toward Karmen, their long arms stretching far in front of them.

Without taking time to
think about it, Parrish launched herself toward the closest zombie.
She jumped on top of a desk, then somersaulted across another, flying
across the room and finally landing on top of the closest
stretch-monster. He went tumbling to the ground, knocking down his
partner as he fell.

Parrish quickly got to
her feet again, grabbed a letter opener off the desk where Karmen
stood, and shoved it straight through the eye of the first
stretch-monster. The zombie let out a single piercing scream, its
body convulsing for a moment before it went still and its eyes
dimmed. The second stretch-zombie was climbing to his feet, but
Parrish was too fast for him. She spun around with all her might and
sent a flying kick straight into the zombie’s hip. He tumbled
to the ground once more and she jumped into the air, coming down on
his chest with both feet, trapping him.

Noah rushed up, bat in
hand, and swung fiercely down at the thing’s head, crushing it
instantly. Bright red blood splattered from its eyes, then blackened.

Parrish let out a huge
sigh. They were all dead. It wasn’t over yet, because the sun
was setting fast and soon the hordes would come out into the streets,
but for now, they were alive and that was all that mattered.

She stepped over the
stretch zombie. She turned toward the back of the room, determined to
retrieve her sword before they left.

She made it halfway
across the distance before the trench-coat zombie rose from the spot
where he had fallen. Parrish stopped in her tracks, then turned and
ran back toward the others. Whatever she’d hit him with earlier
must not have been enough. It had only stunned him.

Trench stood and
roared, the sound so low it vibrated the floor and walls.

He was so big and slow,
it would take him some time to get to them, but he plowed through the
debris like a truck.

“We need a plan,”
Parrish said.

“He’s too
strong,” Noah said, clutching his leg. He must have gotten hurt
somewhere in the madness. “I can’t even begin to hurt
it.”

“Are you okay?”
she asked.

“I’ll be
okay,” he said. “Watch out!”

Parrish rolled out of
the way as a desk came down on the spot where she had been standing.

Trench lifted another
desk high in the air.

Parrish wasn’t
sure how she’d done it before, but she needed to figure out
where that blue light had come from.

She breathed in, then
held her palms out in front of her just like she’d done before.
She reached deep inside herself, searching for it. Trusting that it
was there and that it was real. A cold blossomed inside her and the
blue light flowed from it like water. It was as if she’d
untapped some secret well inside her soul.

Her fingertips began to
glow a bright blue and when the light was bright enough, she thrust
her hands forward, sending the cold energy toward the giant zombie.
It hit him square in the back and he fell to his knees with a groan.

She summoned her energy
again and sent it toward him again. This time, she was able to send a
steady stream of light toward him and as it hit his body, a hard
shell of ice began to form over him. He lifted his arm in protest,
but the ice flowed over him and solidified, holding him to the spot.

“Run!”
Parrish shouted. Noah grabbed Karmen’s hand and pulled her up,
running to Parrish’s side. The three of them all turned toward
the front of the office and ran toward the street.

Then she remembered her
sword.

“Go, I’ll
be right behind you.”

She jumped and ran
through the debris, found her sword and ran back to the others.

Outside, the sun was
almost completely gone, leaving the city in darkness. The street that
was almost empty just a few minutes earlier was now beginning to fill
with undead. Parrish searched the faces of the zombies in the street,
looking for any sign of glowing red eyes like the mutants. To her
great relief, she only saw slow, lumbering zombies with milky-blue
eyes. Of course, her relief turned to hopelessness when she realized
how many of them there were.

They poured from every
entrance, every broken window, their mouths open and hungry. They had
either smelled human flesh or been attracted to the noise of the
fight. Out here in the middle of the street, killing them wouldn’t
be as easy as it had been before. Instead of the handful they had
faced earlier, there were now hundreds. They were never going to make
it to Crash’s.

“What are we
going to do?” she asked, raising her voice over the moans of
the zombies in the street.

Tears ran down Karmen’s
face. “I don’t want to become one of those things.”

“We fight,”
Noah said, reaching out for Parrish’s hand. “We won’t
ever give up.”

Parrish concentrated on
the feel of Noah’s hand on hers. There was no denying the
attraction between them. It may have taken the end of the world to
bring them together, but she wasn’t about to let a few zombies
spoil her chance of ever kissing him. She gave him a smile, then let
go of his hand and turned to fight, her sword lifted.

Then, in the distance,
the sound of machine guns.




Crash


Crash plowed through a
huge group of Z’s, his Army-issue Hummer having no problem
driving right over the top of the ones that had fallen. When he was
surrounded, he moved to the guns he’d mounted on top.

Moving in a circle, he
sprayed the area, whooping as dozens fell to the ground.

When he’d cleared
a decent path, he hopped back down into the driver’s seat and
punched the gas.

He’d brought the
radio and a tablet with him so he could still see the cameras he’d
hacked into. The three of his friends he’d come to rescue were
just up ahead on the left side of the street.

It was a bumpy ride,
but he made it to them just in time. A large group of Z’s was
pouring from the buildings around them. He was glad to see them still
standing, ready to fight.

Crash pulled up next to
them and waved. He reached back and grabbed one of the guns he’d
brought. An AK-47 assault rifle. He tossed it to Noah, then reached
for another.

It took them an hour to
clear the area, but when they were finished, there was a pile three
bodies deep in every direction.

“Hell yeah,”
he shouted, lifting his gun in the air.

He’d never felt
so alive in his life.

He’d been playing
video games since he was a kid, but nothing compared to holding a
real gun in your hand instead of a controller. To be honest, he’d
never been a big fan of guns when they were used to shoot real,
living breathing human beings. But these Z’s? Man, he’d
keep shooting till he’d killed them all.

Below him, Parrish
laughed. “Having fun?”

“Are you kidding
me?” He whooped again.

“You must be
Crash,” Noah said. He reached his hand up and Crash clasped it
tight. “You got here just in time.”

“I can tell,”
he said, surveying the damage again. “So what was giving off
that crazy heat signature? Was it just some kind of glitch or
something?”

“I wish,”
Parrish said. She slung the rifle across her shoulder, then leaned
down to grab a backpack that was on the ground. “We’ll
fill you in on that later. I think we’d better get out of here
before any more of those things come after us.”

“You said you
have a shower with hot water at your place, right? You better not
have been lying, because right now that’s the only thing I’m
living for.”

Crash took in the
beautiful blonde standing to the side. She was even more gorgeous in
person than on video. He whistled and ran his hand through his hair.
He suddenly felt nervous and awkward.

“Uh, yeah,
there’s hot water,” he said. “But first, there’s
one more thing we need to do.”

“You’ve got
to be kidding me,” Barbie said. She even stomped her foot when
she did it. So stinking cute.

“No,” he
said with a laugh. “I’m not kidding. It shouldn’t
take more than a minute or two.”

He looked up at the
tall building to his right. Somewhere in there was the fifth. He was
sure of it. They were hiding in a closet, scared of the noise.

Just like in his dream.




Parrish


Parrish watched as
Crash hopped down from his Hummer and started toward the building
across the street.

She had no idea what he
had in mind, but after all he’d done for them, she was willing
to go along with it. She just hoped they didn’t run into any
more of the zombies with the red eyes.

They stepped over piles
of dead rotters and Parrish tried not to think about the fact that at
some point not that long ago, these were real people with jobs and
families and hopes and dreams.

She didn’t
understand what evil had killed them, or what greater evil had
awakened them from death, but as long as she was alive, she would
never stop searching for the answers. She would never stop trying to
put an end to it.

She wasn’t sure
how, but after tonight, she knew that she and these others were
somehow tied to this plague. Not just because they’d survived
it, but because something magical had awakened in each of them since
it started. There had to be a reason for that. There had to be some
greater purpose behind it.

The four of them pushed
through the double doors of the building. Crash pulled a large
flashlight from his belt and shined it around the room. There was no
sign of undead.

“Hopefully all
the noise we made drew any Z’s out from hiding in here, but
just be careful as we’re making our way upstairs,” he
said. He pulled a small tablet out of the back of his jeans, then
looked toward the stairwell on the far side of the room. “You
never know when one will jump out of a dark doorway or something.”

“Great,”
Karmen mumbled behind them.

“Don’t
worry, Barbie, you can come stand with me,” Crash said with a
wink. “I’ll keep you safe.”

Karmen made a sound of
disgust and crossed her arms in front of her chest. “Thanks but
no thanks.”

Parrish laughed and the
sound echoed in the large entryway.

“Let’s get
moving.”

Crash led them to the
elevator.

“Wait,”
Parrish said. “There’s no power.”

He just smiled and
closed his eyes. He placed his hand on the elevator door and seconds
later, it dinged and slid open.

“Wow, cool,”
Karmen said, getting in. “So this is your special power? Kind
of like a super hero?”

“Something like
that,” he said.

Parrish felt this
strange churning deep inside as the elevator started going up. Like
they were heading toward something that would change them all.

“I dreamed about
hacking in to computers and then suddenly, I was doing it,” he
said. “I was always good with gaming and stuff and I loved
computers, but I’d never been a hacker. I didn’t really
know the first thing about it. Until I did, I guess.”

“The same thing
happened to me,” Parrish said. “With martial arts and
using swords. We’ve all gotten new abilities since this whole
thing started.”

She glanced at Karmen.
She might not be willing to talk about it yet, but Karmen definitely
had some abilities she’d neglected to share with them. Once
they got to a safe place, Parrish intended to question her about it
at length. Maybe the key to understanding what was really going on
with them started with understanding these strange new powers they
all had.

“Special powers
are very cool and all,” Karmen said. “But what does any
of this have to do with us being inside this stupid building instead
of halfway to your safe-house?”

Crash stopped the
elevator on the fifth floor and Parrish glanced nervously at the
door, an uneasy feeling trickling through her veins.

“Because like I
said before, I’ve been dreaming of you guys,” he said. He
ran an absent hand through his messy black hair. “I don’t
know how to explain it, but somehow we all belong together. We’re
connected. Can’t you feel that?”

No one said anything,
but Parrish knew that yes, they were all feeling the same thing.
Something important connected them. Something big.

“And we’re
here because?” Karmen pushed.

Crash raised his
eyebrows and touched the silver doors of the elevator. “Because
in my dreams, there are five of us,” he said. “And I
think the fifth person is hiding in one of these apartments.”




Parrish


Parrish felt the breath
knocked from her lungs.

Five.

She was suddenly taken
back to a dream of her own. A dream she’d been having just
before her mother woke her up in the middle of the night, burning
with fever.

There was a man. She’d
been running through a strange forest, searching for him. There were
red thorns on the trees and moss covered the ground beneath her feet.
When she found him, it had felt like coming home. Like seeing an old
friend again for the first time in centuries.

He’d said his
name was Tobias. He’d put a purple stone in her hand and told
her there were five.

“Five what?”
she’d asked.

But her mother had
started coughing and Parrish had been ripped from the dream with a
weird feeling of loss.

“Come on,”
Crash said. “Be ready.”

They each pulled their
weapons from their packs and waited as the doors opened. A small hive
of rotters waited in the hall. As soon as the elevator doors opened
and Crash’s light landed on them, they turned, their mouths
open. Their hands reaching.

The group went to work,
slicing and hitting, killing each of the zombies one-by-one until
finally, the hallway was empty. Out of breath, Parrish wiped the
blood off her sword.

An uneasy feeling
gripped her chest. Something felt off to her. Wrong.

But she trusted Crash.
If he’d dreamed of this, then it must be okay. She was probably
just still shaken up from the long journey and the fighting. She was
looking forward to getting back to his place and being able to rest
for a while.

Crash stopped in front
of the last apartment. The door was unlocked.

The four of them
stepped inside. The hairs on the back of Parrish’s neck stood
on end. She stayed there near the door as Crash crossed the room and
opened a closet near the bedroom.

All of them pointed
their flashlights in that direction, waiting with their breath held
tight in anticipation.

The door creaked as it
opened. A pile of blankets and pillows spilled out onto the floor and
inside the closet, someone was crying softly.

Crash been right, there
really was someone hiding in the closet.

The fifth.

Parrish watched as he
stretched his hand out, then pulled someone to their feet.

A young woman stepped
out into the room, her long black hair falling past her waist.




The Witch






The witch took Crash’s
hand and stepped into the room.

She’d been
waiting for them. And they had come for her, just as the Dark One
said they would. They would see her as one of their own now. A
friend. An ally in these dark times.

She glanced over the
faces of the four guardians. They looked so young for ones who had
lived so many lifetimes.

She shivered and Noah
grabbed a blanket from the floor. He wrapped it around her shoulders
like a cloak, then ushered her toward the door. She leaned down just
before they left and picked up a bag of her things, the Fatalis stone
tucked safely inside.

Each of them introduced
themselves, then told her all about the battles of the night. Crash
told her how he’d dreamed of bringing them all together. How he
knew she would be there, hiding in the closet.

The witch did not
speak. She wanted them to believe she was scared. Weak. That they
needed to protect her.

The five of them walked
as a group into the hallway.

Bodies of the undead
littered the path to the elevator.

Sacrifices in the name
of the Dark One.

None of the guardians
had died tonight, but there would be more opportunities. Especially
now that she had taken the place of the fifth.

The witch kept to the
back of the group, lovingly stepping over the dead. And as she
walked, flowers began to grow up from their bodies, with blooms dark
as blood. She opened her palm and let the soft petals caress her hand
as she followed the guardians toward the elevator.

As they all turned to
watch the doors close behind them, the witch smiled at the sea of
beautiful red flowers.

A sign that the Dark
One was pleased.




Epilogue


The boy yawned and
climbed out from his hiding place inside the closet.

He’d finally
fallen asleep despite the noises outside in the night. He’d
been dreaming. Something important, but he couldn’t quite
remember.

Only that there were
red flowers.

He walked to the window
and looked out, but everything was exactly the same. No one dared to
wander the streets of New York, even during the day.

The boy knew he
couldn’t be the only one left alive in the city. Someday, he
hoped to meet others like himself. Survivors.

He opened a fresh
bottle of water and sipped on it as the sun came up, trying to
remember exactly what he’d been dreaming about.

And why he suddenly
felt more alone than ever.
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A Note from Sarra


Thank you so much for reading Death's Awakening. I have always been
obsessed with stories about the end of the world. I especially love to see
the apocalypse as it's happening, rather than skipping forward to the future.
It's interesting to think about how characters will react to the end of the
world, so this was a super fun book to write. Also, zombies!!! Who can resist?
I hope you'll continue to follow the guardians' journey as they learn more about
their past. And their destiny for the future.


I would really appreciate it if you would take the time to leave an honest
review at the site where you bought this book. Reviews are so important,
especially to indie authors, as they help other readers find the books
they'll enjoy the most.


If you would like to learn more about my upcoming new releases and fun
giveaways, please sign up for my mailing list http://eepurl.com/h9MW2.
I only send out emails when I have a big announcement or a new release, so
this is a great way to keep up to date with major news.


For more day-to-day connections, please come say hi and follow me on my
website http://www.sarracannon.com or on the social media networks listed below. I love to hear from
fans of my books, and I do my best to answer messages as often as I can.
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Thanks again! My books would mean nothing without amazing readers like you.


With all my heart,


[image: Sarra Cannon]
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