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      I should’ve known it would start like this.

      On a gloomy, late-February morning, in which the sun is stark in the sky and the world is cold and morose, six of us embark to hopefully change the world with the knowledge that one of us may ultimately be humanity’s salvation. Hopeful, yet at the same time scared, we stray to the sides of the roads in an effort to ensure that we will remain safe, all the while knowing that danger could be lurking around any corner.

      Monsters—

      Murder—

      Mayhem—

      These are not words lost on me as I, Crystal Wright, swing my baseball bat up against my shoulder and allow the black aluminum to settle against my collarbone. The weight is not only comforting against my body, but inspiring upon my skin.

      Two weeks ago, I was little more than a schoolgirl, dreaming of things beyond the Rio Grande Valley.

      Now, I’m helping humanity’s potential salvation make his way to San Antonio, Texas.

      Matthias Hall walks beside me hesitantly. Cursed in body as much as he is in mind, he keeps his eyes set ahead as before us Mark, Eldora, and Tasha lead us through the empty streets, refusing to meet my gaze at any point in time. I imagine he’s thinking but can’t necessarily be for sure. I mean, who could blame him if he is?

      “Hey,” my best friend, Kira, says from my right. “Are you all right?”

      I pause to allow Matthias to advance a few steps and turn my head to face my friend. “I’m fine,” I say, rolling my neck about my shoulders. “Why?”

      “I dunno. You just seem… lost, or something.”

      Or something.

      I frown as I consider her words but don’t immediately reply. Rather, I lift my eyes to scan our nearby surroundings, then say, “I’m just a little nervous is all.”

      “About being in the city, or…”

      “About being out in general.”

      Kira nods and takes up position beside me as we begin to walk anew. “It’s the first time I’ve been out in days,” she says, looking about with her big brown eyes. “Seeing it like this… when it was just fine a few weeks ago…”

      “Yeah,” I say and nod.

      I don’t need my friend to finish. The fact that I know what she’s going to say, and understand it as a result, is chilling in its intensity and causes me to shiver anew.

      The truth of the matter is that this place, this city, this world, used to be our home. These streets were once crowded, the shops once filled, the sidewalks helmed by bicyclists or joggers even on cold days like these. To see them now, empty as they happen to be, is startling, and it isn’t just because there are potentially zombies lying in wait.

      No.

      It’s because the world, plain as it once happened to be, is now gone.

      Gone.

      Like the wind on a cool winter day.

      A sigh escapes me in the moments thereafter, causing Kira to draw up alongside me. She palms the handle of the hand axe she has clipped to her belt and nods at me as we exchange glances with one another. Though she doesn’t say anything, I know she wants to ask what I’m thinking. What I’m believing. What I think I know. But with our four companions straight ahead, it isn’t as if we could exactly have a private conversation.

      But does it have to be private?

      No. It isn’t. At least, not exactly. But right now, I would prefer to remain silent, if only for the sake of my sanity.

      Ahead, Mark comes to a halt.

      Kira and I stop almost immediately.

      “What’s going on?” my best friend asks.

      “Something’s wrong,” Mark offers. “It got quiet all of a sudden.”

      “Quiet?” Kira frowns. “What’re you⁠—”

      “The birds,” I say and lift my eyes to the telephone poles.

      The grackles—which, up until this point, had been so inconsequentially chirping away—are now silent. Still as stone, save for the occasional ruffle of feathers, their beady eyes look down at us like lords in a world they now command, as if they are waiting to enact punishment upon us.

      Kira slips her axe from her belt.

      I prime my bat for swinging.

      Mark’s frown, as we draw closer, is traitorous in respect.

      Matthias lifts a hand to wipe his running nose and asks, “What do we do?”

      “We should keep moving,” Tasha continues, reaching up to toss her blond ponytail behind her shoulder. “If there is something here, we don’t want to give it time to reach us.”

      “She’s right,” Eldora says. “Let’s keep going.”

      We start walking anew—side by side, one after another, our weapons drawn, our guns pointed forward. As we walk, slowly but surely advancing up the road, I sweep my eyes from side to side, left to right, and occasionally even cast a glance over my shoulder to ensure that we aren’t being followed.

      Truth be told: I’m not exactly worried that we’re being stalked.

      No.

      I’m worried that we’re walking into a trap.

      This notion seems to be contagious, because even Eldora—who seems to be the calmest of all of us, her gun drawn and her eyes cautious—sweeps the area with her gaze, her dark eyes considering everything from the bushes to the cars that are parked alongside the roads.

      “Stay quiet,” Mark offers a second later.

      No one replies.

      I can hear my heartbeat in my head, the blood pumping through my ears. My chest throbs with the uncertainty of my breaths, and my calves ache with the need to run.

      I know we’re as safe as we can possibly be—at least, for now, anyway—but the more I think about it, the more I imagine something coming from the bushes or a side road and making its way toward us.

      I have just lifted my eyes and am about to center my gaze on the back of Matthias’ head when I see something more out my peripheral.

      I spin. Swing my bat behind my shoulder. Look. Stare.

      The zombie—who stands behind a glass window in an old barber shop with its back to us—has not noticed us.

      Kira’s hand goes to her mouth.

      I shake my head.

      Tasha turns to look at us. Frowns. Eyes wide, mouth agape.

      I mouth, Go.

      And then Matthias coughs.

      The zombie jerks its head to the side. Looks. Opens its mouth.

      Then it screams.

      All I can say, through the desperation filling my lungs, is: “Run.”

      We bolt up the road without much in the way of caution. Feet slapping the asphalt, arms swinging, legs pumping, I spin as the sound of cracking glass enters my ears and urge my best friend to run by pushing her forward. She doesn’t stop, thankfully, even as a cry goes up in the distance; and as I jog backward, preparing myself for the worst, I find my heart pounding, my mind racing.

      Going back to that first night.

      Scared. Alone. My mother dead, my heart in pieces. A blurred thought crosses my mind, and for a moment, I wonder if the people who once saved me will be able to do so again.

      Then, a moment later, the barber shop’s front window caves in.

      The sound is gargantuan—the sheets of glass like avalanches tearing down the sides of a mountain—and causes pandemonium to ensue around me. A distant feeling of helplessness comes crashing down upon me, and though I want to remain strong, I can’t help but let out a startled cry as the zombie who’d caused such chaos comes flailing out of the window before bursting up the road. A feral scream is let loose from its throat as it centers its gaze upon me; and try as I might to remain calm, I know I cannot.

      Mark yells, “Run!”

      To which I reply, “Go!”

      The zombie narrows in.

      I swing my bat. Hit its skull. Send it tumbling to the ground.

      I have just swung my bat over my shoulder executioner’s style when the sound of footsteps comes barreling around the corner.

      Three zombies—all in various stages of decay—burst toward me.

      A gun goes off.

      One falls down.

      A second shot follows, spraying blood into the air as the bullet misses its target.

      I realize, with little doubt in my mind, that I cannot afford to fight them on solid ground; and with that in mind, I spin and take off down the road.

      Tasha and Eldora aim their guns in my direction to cover me as I struggle to catch up with Mark, Matthias, and Kira.

      Once I run past them, the women gun the creatures down, then spin and take off.

      “Goddamn zombies!” Tasha cries as she bursts into a run alongside me.

      “Keep running!” Eldora says. “We need to find somewhere to hide!”

      “Where?” Matthias calls.

      Mark stabs a finger to the side of the road. “There!”

      A small house—which is two-storied and stands behind a short brick wall—stands nearby.

      The six of us burst into a run without regard for what may face us on the other side.

      At the wall, Eldora and Tasha crouch down and lace their fingers together.

      Kira, once a member of the cheerleading team, immediately steps into the women’s hands and allows them to propel her over the wall.

      “The gate!” Tasha cries. “The gate!”

      “Hurry!” Eldora adds.

      Further screams rise in the distance.

      Kira, in her panic, struggles with the gate mechanism a moment too long.

      A zombie bolts from the road.

      Mark fires the shotgun.

      The buckshot eradicates the creature’s head and sends it flailing to the ground.

      When finally the gate is unlocked, Kira flings it open, drags Eldora inside, and waits for the four of us who remain to rush in.

      Then she slams the gate into place⁠—

      Just in time for a zombie to launch itself upon it.

      “Is it locked?” Matthias asks, gasping for breath.

      “Yuh-Yeah,” Kira replies, taking several steps back. “I—I think so.”

      I slam my bat into the creature’s face three times and watch it slump to the ground soon after.

      All Mark can say, as the zombies begin to amass in the streets, is: “Damn.”
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      The number of undead that have flocked to the scene is staggering. At least six show up not long after we have turned to make our way up the dirt path and are fighting to snarl their hands through the gate in a meager attempt to reach us.

      “Shit,” Mark says, rather frankly at that. “I can’t believe we’re still alive.”

      “We got lucky,” Tasha replies. “If it weren’t for Kira…”

      Tasha doesn’t continue. Rather, she lifts her blond-haired head to look back at the zombies crowding around the gate and sighs.

      “Come,” Eldora says, pressing a hand to Tasha’s shoulder. “Let’s get inside.”

      At the door, Matthias jiggles the knob, frowns, then says, “It’s locked.”

      “Figures,” Mark replies with a sigh. “Back up. I’m gonna kick it down.”

      “Are you sure that’s—” Kira starts.

      Mark slams his foot into the door.

      The thin wood vibrates.

      He slams his foot into the door again.

      The hinges squeak in protest.

      A third time does the trick.

      The door bursts open.

      The ginger-haired man raises his shotgun, says, “Stay here.”

      “Are you sure that’s—” Tasha starts.

      But Mark has already entered the home and is sweeping the interior before Tasha can finish.

      With a sigh, Tasha leans against the wall and turns her attention on the zombies in the near distance. “Allergies?” she asks after a moment’s consideration.

      Matthias lifts his head before saying, “Yeah.”

      “Figures,” the white woman says.

      “I’m sorry,” Matthias replies, and sighs. “I’m trying.”

      “You don’t have to be sorry,” Kira says, pressing a hand against his arm. “It could’ve seen—or heard—any of us.”

      “That’s very true,” Eldora offers, turning her head to look at the zombies that are continuing to crowd behind the gate. “At the very least, we’re safe.”

      “For now, anyway,” Tasha adds.

      Matthias sighs but doesn’t say anything. Instead, he steps under the roof above us, then crosses his arms and says, “I should’ve gone in with him.”

      “You need to stay with us, Mister Savior of Humanity. We don’t need you getting your head blown off by some trigger-happy gun nut.”

      “You honestly don’t think anyone’s in there, do you?”

      Tasha offers him an unsure look.

      Eldora, meanwhile, simply sighs, and says, “We can’t be too careful.”

      Kira only nods.

      I turn my head to look into the house and listen to the sound of Mark’s footsteps as they reverberate throughout the home. From what I can see from where we stand on the front porch, he goes room to room, place to place, checking behind each doorway as if any false move will spell his—or, more appropriately, our—demise. His diligence is admirable, all things considering, but it doesn’t diminish the fact that more undead are being drawn by the screams and howls of those clamoring outside the gate.

      By the time Mark calls an all-clear, I feel ready to burst.

      Once inside, we secure the door behind us as best as we can, then make our way to the second floor.

      The moment I settle down on the floor is the moment I feel the fight leave my system.

      “We got… how far?” I ask, lifting my eyes to look at the small group. “A few miles at best?”

      “It should be better once we get out of the city,” Tasha says. “At least, you would think it would be, anyway.”

      “Not necessarily,” Mark replies.

      “What do you mean?” Kira frowns.

      “All those people who left the city? Who probably got stranded on the highway?” He sighs and shakes his head. “There’s no telling how many of ’em got turned into deadheads out there.”

      “Which means that there’s a chance we may encounter further problems later on,” Eldora says.

      Matthias settles down on the floor beside me and says, “Shit.”

      “Yeah,” I agree. “No kidding.”

      “Hey,” Mark offers a moment later. “Let’s not start getting disappointed yet. I mean… we’re safe.”

      “For now, anyway,” Tasha replies before turning her head to look out the window.

      I lift my eyes to consider what the woman is looking at, only to see that even more zombies are amassing outside the gate.

      As much as I want to believe we’ll be fine, a part of me wonders if we truly will be.

      Regardless, I know I can’t dwell on it now.

      All I know, in the end, is that it’s going to be a long night.

      

      The day meanders on. We sleep. Rest. Wander the home. Look for supplies. Hope and pray that everything will be all right. I long for the safety of the Catholic Community Center—the security of its thick walls and steel doors—and as a result find myself regretting that I ever volunteered for this mission in the first place.

      But do you? something inside me asks. Do you really regret it?

      A part of me knows that my mother would have wanted me to do this—because no matter what she thought of me physically, she knew that, mentally, I would’ve been fit to help Matthias in his quest to save the world. Another part of me, however, doubts that I have the aptitude to do so, let alone the strength.

      A sigh escapes me, long and hard, as I stare out the window, as into the wasteland of northern Edinburg I look.

      By the time night begins to fall, the horde outside has only continued to grow.

      “Jesus,” Kira says as she steps up beside me.

      “Yeah,” I reply and lower my eyes. “You’re telling me.”

      “There’s so many of them.”

      “I know.”

      “How are we going to get out of here?”

      “Easy,” Matthias says from behind us. “I lure them off.”

      Kira and I turn to face the slightly older man.

      “How?” my best friend asks.

      He lifts an old-fashioned kitchen timer before us and sets it on the windowsill. “This.”

      “A kitchen timer?” Kira frowns. “How is that going to lure them off?”

      “They go bonkers when they think there’s prey nearby,” Matthias explains. “Any kind of unusual sound draws them. This should be no different, so long as I can get out of the yard without them seeing any of you.”

      “I don’t like this idea,” I say matter-of-factly. “It’s too dangerous.”

      “You may not like it, but it’s gonna have to happen if we all want to get out of here in one piece.”

      “What if something happens?”

      “Like what?”

      “Like… someone sees you… or shoots at you… or… or something.”

      “No one’s going to find me,” Matthias says, “because no one in their right mind would be stupid enough to come to an area where there’s thirty-plus zombies. It’s like asking for a death wish.”

      “And just where do you plan on going?”

      “A street over, maybe two.”

      “In the dark?”

      “Yes. In the dark.”

      The sound of approaching footsteps draws my eyes from Matthias.

      A short moment later, Mark is stepping out of the room and saying, “He should do it.”

      “What?” Kira and I both ask.

      “He’s got a point, guys. They stay there, we’re boned come morning. Especially if they manage to break through the gate.”

      “You honestly don’t think—” I start to say.

      But Mark cuts me off before I can finish by saying, “Yeah. I’m scared they could.”

      “The gate’s wrought-iron,” Kira offers. “Surely it wouldn’t…”

      My friend trails off as Mark’s eyes center on her.

      With a sigh, we turn to face not only the window, but the coming night.

      “Do you think you can get out on your own?” Mark asks, lowering his gaze to look at Matthias.

      “There’s a few garbage cans arranged against the far wall. If I can climb one, I can jump over. Then someone can come out and let me back in when I get back.”

      “This is a bad idea,” I say once more. “A really, really bad idea.”

      “No one’s ever said bad ideas couldn’t result in good outcomes,” Mark offers.

      I don’t respond.

      As we continue to look out the window—not only at the zombies, but the distant streets beyond—I try my hardest not to tremble.

      For all I know, this could end disastrously.

      But it’s better he do it now than later, a part of me offers. Especially if more come.

      And though a sigh escapes me, I realize that devilish part of my conscience is right.

      “Okay,” I then say.

      “Okay?” Kira asks.

      “We’ll watch out for him.”

      “Good,” Matthias says. “I’ll leave as soon as it’s dark.”

      

      Unlike before, during the first days of the outbreak, there are no streetlamps to shine light on the unfortunate world. Instead, there is only moonlight to illuminate both the living and the dead. A brief thought, and a tad of imagination, leads me to believe that this might serve Matthias better, all things considering. Especially since he’s going to be walking the deserted streets alone.

      As he and I march down the stairs and make our way toward the back door, I can’t help but feel completely and utterly small.

      “It’ll be okay,” Matthias says, turning to face me. “I’ve got this. Remember?”

      The gun he lifts offers me little in the way of comfort.

      “Do you even know how to shoot that?” I ask.

      “Safety on, safety off. Point. Shoot.” He nods. “Yeah. I think I get the gist of it.”

      “It’s not that easy, Matt.”

      “Still—” He sighs and shakes his head, then lowers his eyes to consider the small duffel bag he has strapped to his chest. “Everything’ll be fine. I promise.”

      How he can promise that I can’t be for certain. However—the more I look at him, the more I know that at least he believes it is possible. And maybe, just maybe, that’s all he needs.

      With one last, hopeful nod, I lead him to the back door.

      I look into his eyes. Watch him for a few seconds. Reach out. Slide the chain off its rack, then flip the deadbolt to unlock the door.

      A short moment later, he is out the door and making his way around the house.

      Though I am hesitant to lock up behind him—and know for a fact that it is quite possible that he might need to make a quick return—I know that leaving the door unsecured is likely to leave us in harm’s way. For that, I slide the chain and bolt back into place, then make my way back up the stairs.

      Kira stands at the window at the end of the hall. Perched atop the window seat, she watches, in total silence, as Matthias makes his way through the yard and toward the trash cans that are arranged alongside the neighbor’s side of the fence.

      “It’s like they don’t even see him,” Kira says as I come to stand beside her. “It’s… kind of creepy.”

      “You’re telling me,” I reply.

      “You think it really is the fact that he’s sick? Or do you think…”

      “Do I think… what?” I frown as my best friend trails off.

      Kira runs a hand through the shock of hair atop her head, then tilts her head to face me before adding, “You think it’s something else?”

      “Like what?”

      “Maybe it’s like Father Matthews said,” she offers. “Maybe he’s blessed.”

      “I don’t think being sick is such a blessing,” I reply, “especially in a world where the dead have come back to life.”

      “Maybe it’s God’s way of paving the future for us.”

      “Through Matthias, you mean?”

      She nods. “Yeah. Through him.”

      I turn my head to regard the world outside and sigh as the slightly older man maneuvers a trash can beside the stone fence and tilts it onto its side, then watch as he crawls atop it, his thin limbs and lean body struggling to right himself atop the plastic bins. He seems unable to keep his balance, given the curvature of the bin, and for a moment, I fear that he may fall.

      Seconds later, he grips the top of the fence, pulls himself upright, then perches atop the fence. He offers a brief wave to the two of us watching from the window before dropping into the neighbor’s yard.

      A minute later, we see the neighbor’s gate opening and watch him steal into the night.

      “Well,” I mumble. “I guess now all we can do is wait.”
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      And wait we do: for what seems like hours.

      Though I know it has only been a few minutes since he’s left, Matthias’ disappearance leaves us without the security we had previously had. With him gone, there is no way to determine how, if we even will be able to leave, assuming something happens.

      Nothing’s going to happen, I think, taking a slow, deep breath to counteract the fear expanding my lungs. He’s going to be just fine, and he’s going to come back.

      There would be no reason for him to simply abandon us in the dead of night.

      Unless—

      I shake my head.

      No. I can’t think about that. Not here, not now, not ever.

      No matter how much my troublesome conscience wants to make me think otherwise, no one is going to see Matthias.

      Beside me, Kira watches the world outside, her eyes trained on the undead that are still struggling to reach through the gate. One would have thought that the noise Matthias had made would have attracted at least some of them. But in reality? They’re all still there—all thirty, forty, maybe even fifty of them—and they’re all scrambling to break into the yard.

      “Thankfully they can’t see us,” I mumble beneath my breath.

      Kira turns to look at me. “You say something?”

      I shake my head. “No. I didn’t.”

      She frowns, then returns her gaze to the world outside. “Something’s happening,” she says.

      “What?” I ask.

      “They’re… leaving.”

      I draw closer⁠—

      Only to find that she’s right.

      The zombies have turned and are making their way in the direction Matthias disappeared.

      “Open the window,” I whisper.

      Kira undoes the latch, then jerks her arms up to crack the window.

      We lean forward. Wait. Listen.

      A short moment later, a tinny, erratic heartbeat of sound can be heard, slowly rising in pitch the more time goes on.

      “He did it,” I whisper. “He actually did it.”

      Had it the power, Kira’s smile could have shone sunlight on the darkest of worlds.

      Though it takes several long moments for the zombies to scatter—for some to run, for others to hobble—I can’t help but feel a sense of relief by the time they’ve all disappeared.

      Unfortunately, Matthias is nowhere to be seen.

      My elation quickly turns to concern, which then sours to become dread.

      Kira also appears uneasy. Her brows lower. Her eyes darken. Her smile disappears.

      She turns her head and asks, “I thought he was only going a few streets over?”

      “Maybe something happened,” I offer. “Maybe he ran into trouble.”

      “What kind of trouble?” my friend questions.

      I’m not sure how to answer. I don’t even know if I want to answer. So I simply stand here, and watch, and wait, and hope, and pray that everything will be fine.

      Even though I’m not sure it will.

      In a world like this—where it seems as though everything is out to kill you—it’s impossible not to feel helpless at times.

      Especially when humanity’s hope for salvation has disappeared.

      He hasn’t disappeared, I tell myself. Don’t worry. He’s just around the corner. He’ll be back soon.

      But will he?

      Kira visibly fidgets in her place on the window seat. She draws her legs up onto the cushion. Hugs them close. Leans forward. Looks out the window. Waits. Her teeth chatter, and though I want nothing more than to reassure her that everything will be fine, I know I cannot.

      Footsteps sound behind us.

      Mark says, “They’re gone.”

      “But so is Matthias,” I answer.

      And as I turn my head to look at the man, all he can do is frown. “What do you mean? Didn’t he just leave?”

      “Yeah. About fifteen minutes ago.”

      “Let’s not start panicking yet,” Mark says, lifting a hand in an obvious attempt to calm me. “We don’t know what’s going on or if he ran into trouble.”

      “That’s the thing: we don’t know.”

      “I’m getting scared,” Kira offers beside me. “I’m worried that something might have happened, too.”

      “Don’t start getting paranoid on us, girls.”

      “We’re not being paranoid!” I snap.

      Though Mark frowns, and his eyebrows lower, he doesn’t respond. Rather, he leans forward to look out the window, then says, “Isn’t that him there?”

      Kira and
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