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Prologue
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Before the world fell apart, before the undead walked and life unraveled, South Carolina was a state of contrasts. History, nature, and progress all blended in a delicate balance. The Lowcountry moved to its own slow rhythm, with the tides and marsh grasses setting the pace. Charleston, with its cobblestone streets and pastel antebellum homes, was the pride of the South, a city that had seen centuries of change but always endured.

The greater Charleston area was a patchwork of old and new. Expanding suburbs like Summerville, just a stone’s throw away from the historic downtown, had become a haven for families seeking a peaceful life near the coast. Known for its blooming azaleas and sweet tea, Summerville exuded small-town charm while benefiting from the rapid development that followed Charleston’s rise as a hub for tech, tourism, and military operations. The Charleston Naval Base, though a shadow of its Cold War prominence, still held its place as a pillar of the region’s defense infrastructure.

North of Summerville lay Cane Bay Plantation, a sprawling, master-planned community nestled within acres of woodlands and wetlands. It was a symbol of the suburban boom.  Modern, safe, and carefully designed for families looking for a little more space and a slower pace of life. Cane Bay was the epitome of the American dream, with tree-lined streets, well-maintained parks, and schools that promised the best for the children who grew up there.

This was where Frank and Annie had decided to raise their sons, Colt and Nash. After leaving Pennsylvania three years ago, they found solace in Cane Bay, a neighborhood that offered both security and a sense of community. For Frank, a Marine Corps veteran, it had felt like the perfect place to finally settle down, far from the chaos of his military past, yet close enough to Charleston to feel connected to the heart of the state. 

Life in Cane Bay moved at its own speed, its own southern rhythm. Mornings were filled with the sound of kids boarding buses for school, the quiet hum of lawnmowers in the distance, and the murmur of neighbors chatting on their front porches.  In the evenings, the sun dipped low over the still waters of nearby lakes, casting golden hues on the tightly knit homes. Families gathered for cookouts, and children played in the streets until the fireflies signaled it was time to head inside.

It was the life Frank had always wanted for his family; stable, peaceful, and predictable. But as the world around them began to change, as reports of a mysterious sickness spread and fear gripped the nation, that fragile peace would soon shatter.

The signs were subtle at first. A neighbor mentioned that someone in Charleston had gotten sick, really sick. Then, there were whispers of panic in the city and strange news about people who wouldn’t stay dead. The schools closed without warning, and the highways became choked with cars as people tried to flee the coastal cities. Frank, with the instincts of a warrior, could sense what was coming, even before the chaos reached their quiet corner of the world.

The world beyond the Cane Bay community was descending into madness, and soon enough, even this suburban paradise would be forced to face the horrors that awaited.

South Carolina, with its beauty and history, was no longer safe. The greater Charleston area, once a vibrant center of life and culture, was overrun. Summerville, with its proud traditions and strong community, struggled to hold the line as its people tried to survive the wave of the undead. And Cane Bay, nestled far enough west of it, all should have been safe but would become both a refuge and a battleground.

In the blink of an eye, everything Frank and Annie had built for their family, everything their neighbors had come to rely on, would be tested. The struggle for survival would begin here, in the heart of the Lowcountry, where the marshes met the sea, and where life would have to find a way to endure against overwhelming odds.

But even as the world outside fell apart, Frank knew one thing: Cane Bay was more than just a neighborhood. It was their home. And come what may, they would fight to protect it.
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Chapter 1: Calm Before the Storm
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The air felt thicker than usual, heavy with the kind of humidity South Carolina’s always known for. I stood in the backyard, looking at the tree line behind my house that separated our development from the retirement community next door. It was quiet. Too quiet. The cicadas weren’t singing, and even the wind seemed to have gone still. I feel like I’ve lived here most of my life, though in truth we have only been here for 3 years.  In all my 49 years, the stillness always meant a storm was coming.

I wasn’t in the service anymore, but some instincts don’t fade. The years in the Corps wired me to notice things, pick up on when something wasn’t right. And right now, that feeling was gnawing at me like an itch I couldn’t scratch.

I let the back door slam shut as I headed back inside. My moccasins slid against the mock hardwood floor. The house wasn’t the warm friendly home we had shared in Pennsylvania, it was new construction, but it was home. It was just a place to live with my family.  My wife of 20 years, Annie, and our two boys Colt, 18, and Nash, 12.  Good kids. Smart, stronger than they realized, but teenagers all the same. Right now, they were in their rooms upstairs, each glued to their own screen. One playing a video game, the other watching something on his phone (probably YouTube).

"Dad, have you seen this?" Colt called, jogging down the stairs, his phone in hand. "There’s this virus on the news. It's blowing up."  

I paused, halfway to the kitchen. "What virus?"  

Nash appeared right behind him. "People are getting really sick, Dad. Like, everywhere."

I walked over to the couch, where Annie was sitting peering over her shoulder. The news channel she had open on her phone was running a live feed of some reporter in New York City. The streets behind her were chaos. Police lights flashing, people running, and... Was that a body on the ground? The anchor’s voice sounded too calm for what they were showing.

“Authorities are urging people to stay indoors and avoid contact with those showing signs of illness. Symptoms include fever, extreme aggression, and erratic behavior...”

I watched for a minute longer, that bad feeling in my gut growing worse. I’d been out of the Corps since I was 24, but I’d seen enough in that time to know when something was going south. Whatever was happening, it was bigger than just another flu outbreak.

"Turn it off," I said, quieter this time.  

Colt shot me a look like I was being dramatic. "Dad, seriously? It’s probably nothing."  

"Turn. It. Off." The edge in my voice cut through whatever argument he had ready. He shut the TV off without another word.  Annie put her phone down as well to observe the interaction between me and the boys.

I took a deep breath, trying to settle myself. I didn’t want to scare them, but I couldn’t shake the tension creeping into my chest.

“Boys, listen to me,” I said, sitting down across from them. “We need to be smart about this. Whatever’s happening, it’s spreading fast. We’re gonna stock up on some supplies, just in case.”

Nash looked confused. “You think it’s that bad?”

I glanced out the window again, toward the backyard. “I don’t know,” I said honestly. “But we’re not gonna wait around to find out.”

Colt shifted uncomfortably. “Dad, it’s probably just the news blowing things out of proportion. They do that.”

“Maybe,” I replied, “but better safe than sorry.”

I grabbed my keys off the counter and headed for the door. “I’m going down to Publix to get some things. I want you three to stay here and lock the doors. Don’t answer for anyone you don’t know. Got it?

Nash nodded, but Colt just sighed, clearly still thinking I was overreacting. But he knew better than to argue. “Yeah, okay.”  Annie said, “Let me get my shoes on, I’m going with you”.

The drive down Cane Bay Blvd to Publix was quick, just over 2 miles. We live in the Summerville zip code, but the town of Summerville proper was about a 20-minute drive.  As I came to the parking lot, I could see things were already off. There were more people out than normal for a Friday afternoon, and not in a good way. It wasn’t panic yet, but it was close. The Publix parking lot was packed, and the shelves inside were starting to thin out.  Annie was concerned, but I reiterated that we needed to grab some things, just in case.

Annie and I split up and grabbed what we could canned food, water, batteries, and first-aid supplies then headed back toward the house. As I loaded the truck, my phone buzzed. A text from my parents, “Have you seen what’s going on?

I called and my dad picked up “Are the boys with you? Tell me you’ve seen the news.”

“They’re home. Annie and I are picking up supplies. You okay?”

He replied. “It’s spreading. Mom’s saying people are getting violent. Get the boys and hunker down.”

I stared at the dashboard of the truck, the words sinking in. Violent. This wasn’t just some flu. This was something else.

As we pulled out of the parking lot, the tension in the air shifted. The wind picked up, rattling the truck’s windows, and in the distance, I could see dark clouds rolling in. The storm was coming, and it wasn’t just the weather.

The drive back felt longer. Traffic was worse. People were trying to leave, or maybe trying to get home. I couldn’t tell. By the time we pulled into the driveway, the sky had gone from gray to an angry black. 

“It’s real,” I said to Annie. “And we need to be ready.”

The storm had arrived.
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Chapter 2: Fortifying Home
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The ride back home from Publix felt heavy. The wind had picked up, slapping at the trees lining Cane Bay Boulevard. It wasn’t just the sky that was dark, there was palpable tension everywhere. People were on edge, rushing home like they could outrun what was coming. Annie was quiet, her hands resting in her lap, fingers twitching as if wanting to grab her phone again and check the news. But neither of us needed more updates. We both felt it. Things were unraveling.

As I turned into our driveway, I scanned the neighborhood. Kids were still playing outside, riding bikes, and tossing footballs like nothing had changed. But there were fewer of them, and more parents were standing on their porches, watching.

“We need to move fast,” I said, cutting the engine. “This thing could blow over in a couple of days, but we need to be ready in case it doesn’t.”

Annie nodded, her face drawn tight. She opened the truck door, and we both began hauling the bags of groceries and supplies inside. The boys were already downstairs, waiting by the door, eyes wide with questions they didn’t quite know how to ask. 

“Did you get everything?” Colt asked, trying to sound casual, but his voice cracked slightly. 

“Got enough,” I replied, setting down a case of water bottles on the kitchen floor. “But we’re going to need more than just groceries. Colt, I want you to take inventory of everything we have canned food, dry goods, anything that won’t go bad.”

He nodded, grabbing a notepad from the counter. Nash hovered nearby, clutching his phone.

“Can I go back outside?” Nash asked, glancing out the window at the few neighborhood kids still playing.

“No,” I said, more firmly than I intended. I caught his expression, a mix of confusion and frustration then softened my tone. “It’s not safe, bud. We’re staying inside for now.”

Nash frowned but didn’t argue, heading off to help Colt with the inventory. I watched him go, feeling a pang of guilt. It wasn’t fair. They were kids, and this wasn’t the world they should be dealing with. But this was the reality we had to face now.

Annie leaned against the counter, her arms folded across her chest. “You think it’ll come here?” she asked quietly.

“I don’t know,” I admitted, stepping closer to her. “But we’re going to be ready. Just in case.”

I kissed her on the forehead, then turned toward the garage. I had some supplies of my own stashed there. Tools, some scrap wood, and other odds and ends I’d kept around “just in case.” This was one of those times. I dragged out the boxes and laid everything out on the workbench: hammers, nails, some plywood sheets I’d been saving for who knows what. It wasn’t much, but it was a start.

When I went back inside, Colt was reading off the inventory while Nash scribbled in the notepad. “We’ve got enough canned food for maybe two weeks,” Colt said, glancing up at me. “But if things get worse...”

I nodded. “We’ll ration what we have, and we can always make another supply run if we need to. But right now, the focus is on securing the house.

Annie was in the living room, pulling the curtains closed. The sun was still up, but the last thing we needed was people peering inside. I headed for the windows, checking each one, making sure they were all locked. I knew the usual security wasn’t going to be enough. If things went bad, really bad, we’d need to barricade ourselves in.

“Colt, help me grab some of this plywood from the garage,” I called. 

He dropped the notepad and followed me outside. Together, we measured the windows, cutting the plywood down to size. The hammering echoed through the quiet neighborhood, and I felt a few eyes watching from the nearby houses. Normally, I’d have felt paranoid, but today I welcomed the stares. Let them see us preparing. Maybe it would encourage others to do the same.

As we worked, I caught glimpses of my neighbors pulling into their driveways, hurriedly unloading their cars. Some of them waved, others just glanced over nervously before disappearing into their homes. No one was panicking yet, but there was an unspoken understanding in the air: we were all bracing for something.

Back inside, Nash was helping Annie gather more supplies: flashlights, batteries, candles, and extra blankets. The boys moved quickly, a sense of urgency guiding them. They might not fully understand what was going on, but they trusted me. I could see it in their eyes.

By the time we finished securing the windows, the sky had darkened, and a cold breeze was rolling through the open garage. The sun dipped below the horizon, casting long shadows across the yard. The neighborhood was quieter now, too quiet, even for the evening. No more kids playing. No more cars driving past.

I closed the garage door and headed back inside, where the family was gathered in the living room. The TV was on, muted, showing the same chaotic footage as earlier. It didn’t seem real, even now, watching it unfold. But the fear in Annie’s eyes was real. The uncertainty in Colt and Nash’s faces was real.

“We’re locked down now,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. “We’ve got enough supplies to last us for a bit, but we need to be ready for whatever’s next.”

Nash looked up from his phone. “What if... what if they come here?”

I knelt down in front of him, meeting his eyes. “If they come, we’ll be ready. We’re safe here as long as we stick together and don’t panic.”

Annie stepped closer, placing a hand on my shoulder. “And what if this isn’t enough?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

I stood up, glancing out the window at the darkening street. The storm wasn’t just in the sky, it was everywhere, creeping closer with each passing moment.

“We’ll deal with that when we have to,” I said softly. “But for now, we’re as ready as we can be.”

And as the wind picked up outside, rattling the windows and howling through the trees, I could feel the weight of it all bearing down on me. Protecting my family was all that mattered now. But in my gut, I knew this was only the beginning.
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Chapter 3: Trouble, Zombie Trouble 
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The next morning, the house was eerily quiet. Normally, we’d be going about our weekend routines.  Annie sipping her coffee while reading something on her Kindle, Colt lounging on the couch with his video games, Nash outside messing around with the basketball hoop. But today was different. Everyone felt it.

I was the first one up. I’d barely slept. I kept getting up, pacing the house, checking the barricades, listening for anything out of the ordinary. My body was tired, but my mind wouldn’t shut off. Something about the air, even inside, felt too still.

I brewed a pot of coffee and stood by the window, sipping the bitter liquid and watching the empty street. Nothing moved. A few houses down, the Andersons’ lights were on, but I hadn’t seen anyone outside since we got home from Publix. It was like everyone had taken shelter in their homes, waiting for the storm to pass. Only, this storm didn’t feel like it would pass anytime soon.

Annie came down the stairs a little later, her hair pulled back into a loose ponytail, looking like she hadn’t slept much either. “Morning,” she murmured, heading straight for the coffee.

“Morning,” I replied, keeping my eyes on the window. “Sleep okay?”

She shook her head. “No. I kept thinking... about everything. What’s going to happen? How bad it could get.”

I nodded, knowing exactly what she meant. “We’ll be okay,” I said, trying to sound convincing. “We’re prepared. If things get worse, we’ve got what we need.”

“I hope you’re right,” she whispered, looking into her mug as if the answer would appear in the coffee.

The boys came down shortly after, both of them moving slower than usual. The tension in the air had hit them too, even if they weren’t saying much. Colt had his phone in his hand, scrolling through social media, no doubt seeing the same chaos we’d been watching on the news.

“Anything new?” I asked, nodding toward his phone.

“More of the same,” Colt said, sighing. “People are freaking out everywhere. There’s this video from Atlanta... it’s bad, Dad. People in the streets, fighting, biting. The cops are trying to get control, but it’s... it’s crazy.”

I frowned. “Let me see.”

Colt handed me the phone, and I watched the shaky footage. People were running, screaming, some falling to the ground as others attacked them. The cops were doing their best, but the crowd was overwhelming. It wasn’t just panic, it was something else. People were turning violent in a way that didn’t make sense.

I handed the phone back to Colt. “This isn’t just panic,” I muttered. “Something’s wrong with these people.”

Nash spoke up for the first time that morning, his voice small. “Are they... are they zombies?”

We all looked at him, the question hanging in the air. I wanted to tell him no, that zombies weren’t real, that this was just a temporary crisis that would blow over. But the truth was, I didn’t know. And judging by what I’d seen, the word didn’t feel so ridiculous anymore.

“I don’t know what they are,” I said slowly, “but we’re not going to take any chances.”

Annie put down her mug and looked at me, her eyes wide. “What do we do now, Frank? We can’t just sit here waiting for... for whatever this is to come knocking at our door.”

She was right. Sitting around wasn’t an option. We had to have a plan, not just for supplies, but for defense, for escape if things got bad. 

“We’re going to secure the perimeter,” I said, thinking aloud. “Check all the exits, reinforce the doors if we can. Then we’ll set up shifts. Someone needs to be awake at all times, watching. Just in case.”

“Shifts?” Colt raised an eyebrow. “You think people are actually going to come for us?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But we’re not going to be caught off guard if they do.”

We spent the rest of the morning working as a team. Annie gathered more blankets and set up a sort of central command in the living room, a place where we could all hunker down if needed. Colt and Nash helped me go over the house’s defenses again, double-checking every door and window. I managed to scrounge up some extra nails and screws from the garage and reinforced the back door as best I could. It wasn’t Fort Knox, but it would have to do.

While I worked, my mind kept drifting back to what Colt had shown me. The people in Atlanta... they weren’t just scared. They were acting like animals, attacking each other without hesitation. It was as if something had taken control of them, turned them into monsters. Zombies. The word felt absurd, but I couldn’t shake it.

By the time the sun began to set, the house was as secure as I could make it. The boys were sitting on the couch, their eyes glued to the TV, even though the broadcast was now just a repeating emergency message. Annie was in the kitchen, packing more of our food supplies into boxes in case we needed to move quickly.

As night fell, the uneasy quiet of the neighborhood returned. There were no cars, no people walking their dogs, nothing. Just the occasional gust of wind rustling through the trees.

I was on the back porch, keeping watch. The air felt thick like it had before a storm, but this time it was different. The cicadas had gone silent again, and there was a chill in the air that wasn’t from the temperature. My gut was telling me something was wrong.

That’s when I saw it. Movement at the edge of the yard.

I tensed, narrowing my eyes. The tree line behind the house shifted, shadows flickering in the fading light. I stepped off the porch and moved closer, trying to get a better look without making a sound.

At first, I thought it was just an animal. Maybe a stray dog or a deer. But then it stepped out of the shadows, a person. A man. He was stumbling, his clothes torn, one arm hanging limp at his side. His face was pale, eyes wide and unfocused like he was in a trance.

“Hey!” I called out, instinctively reaching for the hammer I’d been using earlier. “You need help?”

The man didn’t respond. He just kept moving toward me, slow and deliberate, his body swaying like he was drunk. But something in his movements was wrong. Too jerky, too... unnatural.

I backed up, my heart pounding in my chest. “Stay back!” I warned, louder this time.

But he didn’t stop. He just kept coming.

I stepped back again, my hand tightening around the hammer. Behind me, I heard the back door creak open.

“Frank, what’s going on?” Annie’s voice, filled with worry.

“Get inside,” I ordered, never taking my eyes off the man.

“Frank...”

“Get inside, now!”

And as the man finally stepped into the fading light, I saw the blood. His mouth was stained with it, dried and caked around his chin. His shirt was torn open, revealing gashes across his chest, but he didn’t seem to notice. He wasn’t human anymore.

I raised the hammer, my pulse hammering in my ears.

“Get inside,” I repeated, my voice low, the reality of what was coming finally sinking in.

The apocalypse wasn’t on the news anymore. It was here, in my backyard.
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Chapter 4: The First Attack


[image: image]


I stood frozen, gripping the hammer tighter, as the man kept stumbling toward me. His eyes were blank, no recognition, no emotion, just a slow, hungry advance. The blood around his mouth glistened in the fading light. He wasn’t the first sign of trouble, but he was the first tangible evidence that everything we’d seen on the news wasn’t just happening in distant cities. It was here. It was real. And it was at my doorstep.

“Annie,” I called back, not taking my eyes off the man. “Get the boys upstairs. Now.”

I could hear the panic in her voice, but she didn’t argue. “Colt! Nash! Upstairs, now!” she shouted as she hurried them inside. The back door slammed shut, and I heard the deadbolt slide into place. Good. I needed them safe, and right now, that was inside. 

The thing inched closer. Its breath was wet and rattling, sending chills up my spine. Its arms hung loose, one twisted at a weird angle. Broken, maybe. Didn’t matter. Pain wasn’t part of its world anymore.

“Stay back!” I shouted again, but it was pointless. He wasn’t listening. His steps quickened, and suddenly, he lunged.

My Marine reflexes kicked in. I sidestepped, heart pounding, and swung the hammer with everything I had. Crack. It hit his skull, but he didn’t go down. He turned, eyes wild, a growl ripping from his throat.

I backed up, keeping my grip tight on the hammer, my mind racing. This thing was stronger than it should’ve been. No normal man should still be standing after a hit like that. 

He lunged again, but this time I was ready. I swung the hammer downward, smashing it against his skull with all my strength. The impact sent a shockwave through my arm, and this time, the man crumpled to the ground.

For a moment, I just stood there, panting, staring at the body. The light was nearly gone, and all I could see was a twisted, broken form lying in the grass, blood pooling beneath him. My stomach churned, but I swallowed down the bile rising in my throat. This wasn’t the time to lose it.

I wiped the sweat from my forehead with my sleeve and backed toward the house, keeping my eyes on the still form. When I reached the door, I slid inside, locking it behind me. 

Annie was in the living room, arms wrapped around the boys. Nash’s face was pale, and Colt looked shaken. I must’ve looked like hell, blood and dirt smeared on my shirt, but I didn’t have time to worry about that.

“What happened?” Colt asked, his voice tight with fear. 

I shook my head, trying to catch my breath. “We’ve got a problem,” I said, my voice steadier than I felt. “That wasn’t just some drunk guy wandering around. He was... gone. I don’t know what to call it, but it wasn’t human anymore.”

Nash’s eyes went wide. “Was it like the people in the videos?”

“Yeah,” I admitted. “Exactly like that.”

Annie put a hand on my arm. “What are we going to do, Frank? This isn’t just the news anymore. It’s here.”

I nodded, my mind already running through the next steps. “We’re going to fortify. We need to secure the house as best we can. I don’t know how fast this is spreading, but we can’t take chances. Not now.

Colt was already on his feet, his fear starting to shift into action. “What do you need me to do?”

I looked at him, grateful for his willingness to step up, even though he was only eighteen. “We’re going to finish barricading the windows and doors. I’ll need your help with the front entrance.”

Annie turned to Nash. “You stay with me, honey. We’ll get more supplies together anything we might need if we have to stay in here for a while.”

I glanced out the window, the darkness outside thick and oppressive. The wind had picked up again, rattling the windows like an ominous warning. Time wasn’t on our side.

Colt and I worked quickly, hammering plywood across the remaining windows. Every bang of the hammer felt like a countdown, the sound echoing in the stillness of the house. The adrenaline pushed me forward, but I couldn’t shake the dread creeping up the back of my neck. That thing in the backyard had been alone—but for how long? And how many more were out there?

We finished with the windows and moved to the front door. I pulled a heavy dresser from the hallway and wedged it in front of the entrance, tipping it sideways to block the door. Colt helped me push it into place, both of us straining under the weight.

“That should hold for a while,” I said, wiping sweat from my brow. “But we’re not going to rely on just one barricade. We’re setting up a watch.”

Colt looked at me, his face pale but determined. “A watch?”

I nodded. “One of us stays awake at all times. Two-hour shifts. We can’t afford to be caught off guard. Not with... whatever’s out there.”

“I’ll take the first shift,” he said quietly, surprising me. 

I studied him for a moment. He was scared, but there was resolve in his eyes. “Alright,” I said. “But I’ll take the next one. If anything happens, anything, you wake me. Got it?”

He nodded.

We gathered in the living room, setting up a makeshift camp with sleeping bags and pillows. The boys stayed close to Annie, but I could see how the day had weighed on all of them. None of us had the luxury of sleep, but we had to try. 

The emergency broadcast was still flashing across the TV screen, urging people to stay indoors, to avoid contact with anyone showing signs of illness. But I knew, deep down, that wasn’t going to be enough for much longer.

As I sat down, my back against the wall, I watched Colt take his place by the front window, his phone in hand, glancing outside every few minutes. I knew what he was feeling that gnawing uncertainty, the weight of responsibility pressing down on him. But he was strong. I had to believe that.

The wind howled outside, and somewhere, faintly in the distance, I thought I heard something else. A low, haunting moan. My chest tightened. 

We were prepared for tonight, but I didn’t know what tomorrow would bring.

And as the storm raged outside, I knew one thing for sure: this was just the beginning.
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Chapter 5: Holding the Line
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The house was silent except for the occasional creak of wood settling and the faint whistling of the wind outside. I had barely slept. My body was exhausted, but my mind refused to shut off. I glanced over at Colt, still sitting by the front window, his face lit by the soft glow of his phone. He hadn’t looked away from that window for more than a few seconds. I could see the tension in his shoulders, his grip tight around the baseball bat he’d taken from his room. It wasn’t much, but it was something.

Nash was curled up beside Annie on the couch, his small frame wrapped in a blanket. I’d told them to sleep, though I knew it wouldn’t last long. None of us could really rest, not with what we’d seen. Not with what we knew was out there.

I got up quietly and walked over to Colt, placing a hand on his shoulder. He didn’t flinch, but his eyes were wide, a mix of fear and determination etched into his face.

“Anything?” I asked, keeping my voice low.

He shook his head. “No. But I keep hearing things, Dad. Like... noises, but I can’t tell if it’s just the wind or...” He trailed off, his jaw tightening.

I knew what he meant. The wind carried strange sounds now—things that could be written off as branches scraping against windows or animals moving in the underbrush. But something in those noises felt different. More deliberate. The way the dead man in our backyard had moved played over and over in my mind.

“You did good, Colt,” I said. “It’s my turn. Go get some rest. We need you sharp for tomorrow.”

Colt hesitated, then nodded. He handed me the bat, a wordless exchange between us, before heading over to where Annie and Nash were lying. He sank down beside them, still clutching his phone, but within minutes, his eyes closed.

I took his place at the window, moving the curtain just enough to peer outside. The moon was high now, casting long shadows across the yard. The body was still out there, lying just beyond the tree line, barely visible in the darkness. I knew I’d have to deal with it at some point—move it, bury it, something. But not tonight.

The sky was cloudless, and the neighborhood was eerily still. No lights in any of the nearby houses, no cars driving by. It was like the world had been turned off, and we were the only ones left.

Suddenly, I heard something, a soft rustle, just beyond the window. My grip tightened on the bat, my heart pounding in my chest. I stayed perfectly still, straining to listen.

The sound came again, this time closer. Slow, dragging footsteps, like something was shuffling through the grass.

I glanced back at the others. Annie was still asleep, her hand resting protectively on Nash’s arm. I knew I had to keep quiet.  I didn’t want to wake them unless I had to.

Slowly, I edged toward the back door, bat in hand, keeping my steps light. I could hear it more clearly now. The footsteps weren’t wandering; they were deliberate, moving toward the house. I swallowed hard, adrenaline spiking through my veins.

I pressed my ear against the door, listening. The shuffling had stopped. But there was something else... breathing. Ragged, uneven breathing, like someone struggling to stay upright.

With one hand, I carefully unlocked the deadbolt and eased the door open just a crack. The night air rushed in, cool and damp. I kept the bat raised, ready for whatever was on the other side.

Then I saw him.

A man.  No, a thing.  Stood at the edge of the front porch, its head lolling to the side, its skin pale and slack. Its mouth hung open, revealing teeth slick with blood. For a moment, we stood there, frozen in the stillness of the night, just staring at each other.

But I wasn’t sure he even saw me. There was no recognition in its eyes, no acknowledgment of anything human. Just hunger.

Suddenly, it lurched forward, arms reaching out. I stepped back, heart racing, and slammed the door shut, locking it in place.

The creature’s body slammed against the door with a sickening thud. I braced myself against it, holding it shut as it clawed at the wood, snarling and growling like a wild animal. Its strength was terrifying, the door rattling with each hit.

Colt was up in an instant, bat in hand. “Dad, what is it?” he whispered, his voice barely audible over the noise.

“One of them,” I muttered, pressing harder against the door. “It found us.”

Annie stirred, waking up. “What’s going on?” she asked, her voice thick with sleep.

“Stay with Nash,” I ordered, my tone sharper than I intended. “Colt, grab the hammer. Now!”

Colt sprinted toward the kitchen, where we had left the toolbox after boarding up the windows. The creature outside slammed against the door again, harder this time. I could hear its nails scratching against the wood, desperate to get in.

Colt rushed back, handing me the hammer. “What do we do?”

I gripped the hammer tight, my mind racing. The back door wasn’t going to hold if this thing kept pounding against it. We had to act now.

“Go around,” I said, my voice steady but urgent. “Through the garage. We’ll flank it. You get its attention, and I’ll take it down.”

Colt’s eyes widened, but he didn’t argue. “Okay.”

I slipped out through the garage, moving as quickly and quietly as I could. Colt followed close behind, both of us armed and ready. We crept around the side of the house, the sound of the creature’s growls growing louder as we approached.

When we rounded the corner, I saw it, still slamming itself against the door, its body jerking violently with each impact. Colt and I exchanged a look, a silent agreement.

“Hey!” Colt shouted, his voice ringing out in the quiet night.

The creature froze, its head snapping toward him. Its eyes locked onto Colt, and with a guttural snarl, it charged.

I didn’t hesitate. The moment its back was turned, I rushed forward, swinging the hammer with all the force I had. The blow connected with a sickening crack, and the thing crumpled to the ground.

I stood over the body, panting, the hammer still clutched in my hand. The night was silent again, save for the ragged sound of my own breathing.

Colt walked over slowly, his face pale but resolute. “Did we... Did we kill it?”

I crouched down, pressing two fingers to the creature’s neck. There was no pulse, nothing. I looked up at Colt. “Yeah,” I said. “It’s done.”

We stood there for a moment, the reality of what we’d just done sinking in. This was our new life now, fighting to survive, protecting each other from the nightmare that had come to our doorstep.

“We need to move the body,” I said quietly, already thinking ahead. “Before it attracts more.”

Colt nodded, swallowing hard. “Okay.”

As we dragged the body toward the tree line, I couldn’t shake the feeling that this was just the beginning. There would be more. We weren’t safe.  Not yet.

But as I glanced at Colt, his jaw set, his hands steady, I felt a small spark of hope. We’d make it. We had to. For Annie, for Nash, for all of us.

We weren’t just surviving anymore.

We were fighting back.
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Chapter 6: A Plan of Action
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The morning light filtered through the cracks in the boarded-up windows, casting faint slivers of sunshine across the living room. None of us had really slept, not since the thing had slammed itself against our back door. I was dead tired, but the rush of adrenaline hadn’t worn off yet, keeping me wired and alert.

Colt was already up, sipping from a cup of water at the kitchen counter. He hadn’t said much since we took out the creature last night. I could see him replaying it in his head over and over, probably wondering if it was real or just some kind of nightmare.

Annie was next to Nash on the couch, gently rubbing his back as he stirred awake. She hadn’t asked for details after the chaos of the night, but I could tell she had questions, ones I wasn’t sure I could answer yet.

I ran a hand over my face and stood up, stretching my back. “We need a plan.”

Colt set his cup down, looking at me. Annie, hearing the change in my voice, sat up straighter. Nash blinked the sleep from his eyes, sensing the shift in the room.

“What do we do now, Frank?” Annie asked, her voice soft but steady. “We can’t just stay here and wait for more of those things to show up.”

“I know,” I replied. I’d been turning it over in my head all night. “We need to figure out our next steps. We’ve got supplies for a few days, maybe a week at most. But if this thing, whatever it is, keeps spreading, we’ll need more than just food and water.”

Colt frowned, arms crossed over his chest. “How bad do you think it’s going to get?”

I glanced out the window. The neighborhood was still quiet, but that didn’t mean anything. The calm before the storm could last hours or days, and I wasn’t about to gamble on either. “Bad. We need to assume that the situation is only going to get worse.”

Annie stood up, wrapping her arms around herself. “Do you think we should leave? Maybe we should go to my parents’ place. It’s farther out, more rural. We could wait it out there.”

I shook my head, already knowing what I had to say. “No. Right now, we stay put. We’ve got more control over our surroundings here. Out on the road, there are too many unknowns. We don’t know how widespread this is, and the last thing we need is to get caught in a mess somewhere between here and there.”

Annie nodded, though I could see the worry in her eyes. “What about Colt and Nash? The schools are closed. They won’t have anywhere to go.”

“I don’t think this is just about schools or a couple of sick people anymore,” I said grimly. “This is something else entirely. And until we know how bad it is, we have to focus on protecting ourselves.”

Nash sat up fully now, rubbing his eyes. “Dad, are those people... zombies?” His voice was small, like he didn’t want to say the word out loud, afraid that doing so would make it real.

I sighed, crouching down to be at eye level with him. “I don’t know what they are, Nash. But what I do know is that they’re dangerous. And we’re going to do everything we can to stay safe. Okay?”

He nodded, still looking scared but trusting me. That trust was a weight on my shoulders, and I felt the responsibility of it in every fiber of my being.

Colt shifted on his feet. “So, what’s the plan? We can’t just sit here doing nothing.”

I nodded. “First, we fortify this place properly. More than just the doors. I want every window secured. We’ll start by taking stock of what we have. After that, I’ll show you how to barricade the doors and windows with what’s in the garage. We’re also going to need to make an emergency exit plan. In case we have to leave fast.”

Annie furrowed her brow. “And what if we have to leave? Where do we go?”

“Depends on what happens next,” I said, pulling out the map I’d grabbed from the truck. “But my first thought is to head west, away from the city. Find somewhere off the main roads, where people won’t think to look. We could try to make it to your parents eventually, but that’s secondary. First, we lock down here.”

I spread the map out on the table, tracing a finger over the highways and back roads around Summerville. “This development is pretty isolated already, which works in our favor. Fewer ways in, means fewer threats. But it also means we could be cut off if things go south.”

Colt stepped closer, looking over my shoulder. “What if more of those... Things show up? We barely handled one.”

“That’s why we prepare,” I said, meeting his eyes. “We’re not going to be caught off guard again. We’ll make sure we’re ready for anything.”

Annie touched my arm, her voice low. “Frank, what about the neighbors? The people across the street, down the block. Shouldn’t we warn them?”

I looked at her, considering. The idea of going door to door, trying to explain what we’d seen, wasn’t exactly appealing. People might not believe us. Or worse, they might panic.

But Annie was right. We couldn’t just sit on this. “We’ll check on them,” I said finally. “At least the ones closest to us. See if they’re safe, and maybe form a plan together. But we have to be careful. We can’t trust everyone.”

Colt raised an eyebrow. “You really think people will turn on each other that fast?”

“I hope not,” I said, though
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