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Chapter One
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If I can survive this day, just this one day . . . my crazy thoughts raced as the monstrous hordes closed in on me . . . then I can survive anything this world throws at me. Where did it all begin? How did I even get to this place in my life?

The last words my brother said to me were, “Don’t leave this place, no matter what happens.” But there was no way he could have known when he said it that one day zombies would form into wild hordes large enough to take out a military stronghold—especially one as large as Vandenberg Air Force Base. We were a small band of survivors, in the end mostly made up of military families, staying together in a big huddle at the back of the barracks where we watched as, one by one, the monsters picked off the soldiers protecting us. We’d made a break-out toward an abandoned elementary school at the edge of the base and taken refuge there.

For a while we were all safe. No one said much. We’d piled up all the furniture against the windows to make sure the ravenous creatures wouldn’t just break the glass and flood in. It’s not like the living dead feel pain. They never get tired either. Once they got the urge to kill and eat you that was pretty much it. They just kept coming until you were dead. You couldn’t plead with them; they had no feelings. Crying wouldn’t do any good. 

The creepiest thing I’ve ever seen in my whole life was one of those monsters that used to be a man, all tangled up in barbed wire and broken glass, frantically chewing its own arm off to get loose and join the feed.

We were herded together with no will of our own, desperately trying to survive this madness all around us.

This isn’t going to work, I thought. We’re going to need a better plan, fast.

Mostly we just listened to the fighting outside—the gun fire and the yelling and that terrible low moaning that sucks the very life out of you when you hear it. We learned it was smart to stay away from the windows. Eventually there were less and less of the piercing popping noises and terrified cries. One final living soldier let out a gut wrenching shriek as he ran out of ammunition and they tore him apart, advancing on him from all sides. A cold streak ran down my spine, leaving me shivering in mindless fear as his sobs faded off into echoes of wet, slurping sounds. Then there was nothing but the infinite chorus of low moans and the lifeless shuffling of feet outside. Their massive meal kept them satisfied for about an hour—probably the longest hour of my life. But then their heads came up one by one as they started smelling the air, recognizing that we were there, packed like trapped rats quivering in our own stinky fear.

Time’s up, I thought.

No one made a sound that hour. Honestly, there wasn’t anything to say. I guess we were just praying in our heart of hearts that they might lose interest and leave but knowing beyond all hope that it wasn’t going to happen. Eventually they’d be coming for us again.

I’d made friends at the base with this younger kid named Benji Jones. He was twelve years old, quiet, choosing not to talk with others and keeping mostly to himself. We all developed ways to block out what was happening, trying to keep our sanity intact in what had become an impossibly insane world.

For me that meant an endless series of martial arts practice and training sessions. I’d go over the top five my brother had taught me in succession, like a loop, often warming up with Tai Chi and ending with high kicks. I used the common grounds area between the buildings and spent hours each day going over the different karate forms until I was literally exhausted. It had become the only way I could sleep at night. When my body was tired, my mind would keep going, but eventually the darkness would pull me under.

There wasn’t a whole lot to do at the base most of the time. They’d assigned jobs to the adults, but for the rest of us, the kids, the days were long and boring. Outside of the base the world as we knew it was burning away, and we were sitting around twiddling our thumbs waiting for someone else to handle the problem for us. It didn’t make any sense at all.

A couple of times, other kids around my age would come up and watch my routine respectfully from a distance. Once a red headed kid asked if he could train with me, but he quit after a day and went back to hanging at the perimeter of the base with the tough looking kids—smoking cigarettes they’d pilfered from their parents and trying to act cool. I hate to say this, but he was one of the first I saw go down when they overran us. One minute he was behind us as we fled for our lives and the next, I saw him buried alive under a mass of dead, squirming, biting corpses.

Poor bastard, I thought. He didn’t deserve that. None of us deserves this.

For Benji, sanity meant losing himself in comic books. He’d brought a sizable stash with him from his house in Santa Cruz. Captain America. X-Men. Fantastic Four. Justice League. Avengers. Witchblade. A whole bunch of Spiderman. He even had a couple of Walking Dead comics, ironically enough. After a few weeks he got to swapping them with other kids for other comics. People got to know him as the Comic Kid. They’d see him coming and hide, knowing if they started talking with him, they’d never get him to shut up. What they didn’t know was that Benji didn’t have anyone else in his life—that he looked forward to having someone to chat up. The stories he kept rambling on about were the only things keeping him from sinking into a deep, dark depression. He’d lost both of his parents on Z-Day—right before his eyes.

By the time the government started acknowledging that there was a real problem, it was already too late to save the civilian population at large. I guess they tried to contain whatever caused the outbreak of people going nuts and eating each other in the streets, and they failed badly. That’s when they officially declared Zombie Day, or Z-Day for short. Talking heads in newsrooms interrupted every channel to tell people that they needed to evacuate their homes and drive to a safe zone, generally a military base or installation. There, they would be quarantined, then set up in internment camps to wait out the worst of it. 

Sadly, at that point, there weren’t a whole lot of people who didn’t already know how screwed they were. Most of the major American cities were already crawling with the hungry dead. It wasn’t safe to stick your head outside your house much less drive around like a big, fat target. Let’s just say a lot of good folks didn’t make it.

Benji’s parents told him to wait in the car while they grabbed the last of their valuables before heading to the base. The street had been swarming with zoms by that point. Benji locked the doors and hunkered down. Horrified, from the backseat of his parents’ minivan, he’d seen them devour his family on the front lawn—mom, dad, and little sister. Benji hadn’t been able to make a move to save them. 

He must have gone into a state of total shock. He said it was like watching a really scary horror movie on pay-per-view. He hadn’t even thought about what he was doing as he climbed into the front seat and started the van with the keys they’d left in the ignition. Before he knew it, he was calmly driving over bodies in the street. Some were alive and fighting to survive, but most were the living dead. He said he turned on the Frank Sinatra CD his parents had in the van and cranked the volume. The last thing he saw was one of his neighbor’s houses going up in a fireball while Ol’ Blue Eyes crooned “I did it my way . . .”

When he got to the base, they took the minivan and all his possessions, except the comic books, and sent him into quarantine. The military needed all the supplies they could get to help take care of all the civilians they’d taken in. Originally, they were only supposed to be able to care for about two thousand, but within days of the outbreak the base had about ten thousand people—all hungry, all scared, all pushed to the edge of their sanity by what they had seen and done to get there. A lot of amazing stories will probably never get told. 

Some of those people wandered off on their own after a month or so had passed. They were willing to take their chances outside rather than stay on the base and starve while being told what to do all the time. Some wandered out of the safe zone and got picked off by stray zombies. Others volunteered to risk being moved to another safe zone. Some enlisted. By the end of two months we were down to a thousand or less survivors and things were much more manageable—until the horde came, that is.

I met Benji one day when I was heading back after a practice that involved taking out multiple attackers with my beloved katana. It was a gift from my big brother and had turned out to be the most important thing I owned. When the outbreak first started, I didn’t bother to take anything with me other than my sword.

“It’s better than a gun,” my brother had said. “It’s quiet, so it doesn’t draw a lot of attention. And you never have to reload it. All you have to do is keep it clean.” As usual, he was dead right.

I turned a corner and found several boys, eighteen or nineteen years old at least, shoving Benji around between them. His right eye was already swollen up and bruised. No doubt from one of their balled-up fists.

“It’s no use fighting us, Benji,” said the biggest of the gang—a greasy haired bully they called Weasel. “We’re going to get them and there’s nothing you can do to stop it. You might as well just give up and put this behind you. Get in line like the others. What’s the point in getting roughed up when you can’t win?”

Just what the world needs, I thought. A philosophy-spouting hooligan. 

My fingers twitched slightly with anticipation as I began to remove the blade from its casing. To my surprise, Benji managed to wriggle loose from his captor’s hold. He dropped to the ground, red faced from being choked, and thrust his fist straight out with all the might he could muster, connecting hard with Weasel’s groin. Weasel let out a high-pitched squeal like a girl and fell over, frantically clutching himself. The others looked on in shock. Benji used the distraction to grab up his comics and dash toward me. 

As fast as he was, it still wasn’t fast enough. Another one of the boys stuck out his leg and tripped him. Benji went down face first, his arms letting go of the comics and thrusting out in front of him to break his fall. A blur of paper showered over me for a minute as comic books rained down and landed at my feet. It was the first time that they’d noticed me, but right away I could see from the looks in their eyes that they knew the balance of power had just dramatically shifted.

“What’s going on, Weasel?” I asked.

“This doesn’t concern you, Xander,” he huffed, still winded from getting his family jewels rocked. “Just walk away.”

Despite being only sixteen, I usually got a lot of respect because I knew how to handle myself and I never backed down from a fight. People knew that I was a Macnamara—the equivalent of military royalty because of my brother. Breaking a grown man’s arm when he had tried to steal my samurai sword the first week we were here hadn’t been so bad for my reputation either. Word got around fast after that not to cross me. Since then I’d kept to myself and usually the only time anyone saw me outside was when I was training. To be honest, I was surprised Weasel had challenged me in the first place. As far as I could figure, he must not have wanted to lose face in front of his pathetic gang of long-haired thugs.

“That’s not gonna happen,” I said. I thought I heard Weasel let out a small groan as he righted himself back to full standing position. He still looked a little green from the punch to his privates. “In fact, I think you owe young Benji here an apology.”

Weasel smiled at the suggestion, flashing a crooked row of teeth the color of melted butter.

“Is that a fact?” Weasel scoffed.

“For the last two weeks I’ve watched your little gang prey on younger kids on the base,” I said. “I’ve heard stories about you stealing everything from food to family heirlooms. I’d be only too happy to teach you some manners.”

“You got proof to back up those accusations?” Weasel challenged me. 

His boys began to fan out in an attempt to circle us. I helped Benji up, pushing him behind me while never taking my eyes off Weasel. A fight was definitely going to happen now. There was no doubt about that. All the talking was just to distract me while he gathered up his courage. I smiled at the thought of having a chance to practice my skills on real life volunteers. I began regulating my breathing, slow and steady.

“I don’t care who your brother is,” Weasel said, spitting on the ground and wiping his mouth with the back of his dirty hand. “I’m not afraid of you, Xander.”

“Well, you should be,” I said in a low voice, more of a promise than a threat.

“No one is going to save you. Out here it’s just you and us.”

“If you’re not afraid of me, why don’t you take me on yourself?” I asked as the first of his guys slipped past my peripheral vision.

Weasel smiled wide, looking just like a jack-o-lantern. “You must think I’m stupid.” 

“Oh, I do,” I assured him.

“Look out!”

I felt the first blow coming toward the back of my head even before Benji cried out. By the time his warning reached me I’d already ducked under a wide right hook, setting down my sword and reaching up to trap his arm. I grabbed onto it with both hands as I lifted up and jammed my shoulder into his armpit, immobilizing him. 

With the slightest amount of downward pressure I could have easily shattered his arm in several places, but I knew I’d catch a lot of heat if I did. Being trained to fight came with certain responsibilities, including knowing when to show some restraint. As good as it would have felt to teach this coward a lesson he wouldn’t forget for trying to sucker punch me in the back of the head, I’d be tying up some limited hospital resources in the process. I’d gotten away with it once before, but the circumstances were radically different. Doing it twice in a row would raise a lot of red flags and bring heat down on me and my brother as well. I couldn’t let him down like that. I locked eyes with Weasel and smiled as I held his minion in place while he hopelessly squirmed to get free. All the color drained from his face.

“Let him go,” Weasel demanded. 

The third guy puffed his chest up, gathering all his courage to do something foolish, and then he lunged toward me. With barely a pivot I turned and threw his buddy at him headfirst, causing his outstretched fist to collide dead on with his pal’s unsuspecting face, knocking him out cold. The weight of his unconscious body pushed the assailant to the ground and pinned him there, helpless.

“Okay then,” I said calmly. “What now?”

“This isn’t over,” Weasel warned me in a low growl. “One of these nights, when your guard is down, I’m gonna pay you back for this.”

I glared at him, all traces of my smile vanishing at the sound of his words.

“Did you just threaten me?” 

I knelt and swooped up my sword, unsheathing the blade and letting the sunlight dance across it. Weasel turned in his crud-covered Converse high tops and ran away as fast as his feet would carry him. I never had a problem with him again. If he had been planning some kind of surprise attack on me, it might have been foiled by the amassing zombie horde, but I doubt it.

I helped Benji gather up his comics and cautiously walked back to the barracks, avoiding making eye contact with soldiers along the way. Military royalty or not, I could be in as much trouble as Weasel if word got out I was fighting civilian kids on the base. I didn’t feel like having to explain myself, so I shushed Benji until we were back in his room. After that, there was no keeping him quiet—and he’s been with me ever since, like my shadow.

Suddenly, a loud, inhuman grunt coming from outside the barracks tore through the silence and shook me out of my little trip down memory lane. It was a cold-blooded sound and caused one of the smaller kids to wet himself in fear. The smell of his urine, salty and metallic, harshly permeated the tiny room. No one said a word. I knew we were all thinking the same thing—if we just held our breath long enough the zombie horde would move on, and we’d be left alive. No such luck. The sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach told me it wasn’t going to end well for most of us in that room.

Sure enough, within less than five minutes the zombies had sniffed us out. For dead things who can’t feel pain or show emotion, they sure have a fantastic sense of smell, I thought. Soon they were beating their dead fists on the doors and windows. The sound of the hammering echoed down the empty hallways of the elementary school, ringing off locked windows and unoccupied metal lockers. 

A couple of the adults got up and blindly bolted out the back door, no doubt thinking they could escape down that long hallway. I knew better than to even try. The way the school was laid out meant that they were heading into a dead end with a high block wall down at the perimeter—originally intended to keep predators out and kids protected from wandering off into traffic unsupervised. Once the zombies got inside, those adults would be trapped like rats in a sinking ship with only one way out—through a maze of undead former human beings, all trying to eat them alive.

The pounding grew louder and more determined. Once those monsters got it into their heads to get into a room, nothing could stop them. It was just a matter of time until they broke down one of the doors and came flooding in. So far as anyone could tell, zombies were driven by an insatiable hunger. It’s not just brains they were after—they would literally eat anything they could get their hands on, so long as it’s got a heartbeat. 

No one knows why, or even where they came from. It’s not like there are any experts on the subject. It all happened so fast, no one had time to ask. Anyone who stopped and asked questions was bound to get eaten.

Benji squeezed my hand and gave me a concerned look.

“I’m working on it,” I said in response to his tense stare. “But you’re probably not gonna like it.”

He swallowed hard, bracing himself for action we both knew was coming. In times like these you had to think fast or you were literally dead meat. I was just working out the finer points of my plan to throw open the front door and make a mad dash out past them, straight through the courtyard, when a loud crash shook the building. 

Two of the windows popped, showering us with shards of broken glass and drawing loud, terrified screams from several adults. The hinges on the door began to creak under the unstoppable weight of the bodies trying to force their way in. We had only seconds left. I turned back to Benji, unsheathing my blade as I spoke.

“Stay right on my heels,” I said. He nodded back to me in reply. “And no matter what happens, do not fall down.”

I’d barely finished speaking when the metal door flew off its hinges and the putrid stench of the living dead filled the air. Their rank smell overpowered the senses as they poured into the room like demons racing up from the bowels of hell for an all-you-can-eat smorgasbord.
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My first instinct was to spring out and start slashing through them as they came rushing in. Benji and I were crouched so close to the door that it only made sense they would go for us first, piling on top and pinning us down before ripping out and devouring our insides like a piping hot Extra Value Meal at McDonalds. 

Only they didn’t. Zombies were attracted to noise and movement first. They rely on their sense of smell when they’ve got nothing else to work with. Benji and I sat as still as the grave these monsters should be rotting in, while the rest of the adults in the room began running around, waving their arms, and screaming at the top of their lungs in fear. They didn’t stand a chance. The zombies were on them before most could make it out the back door to the rat trap.

I’m not gonna lie. There was a part of me that wanted to jump in and fight too, wanted to help the other people in the room as much as I wanted some kind of payback for what was happening to our world. It wasn’t fear that held me back. At that point, I knew I couldn’t save them and jumping in and getting myself killed wasn’t going to change anything. I could feel Benji holding on to the back of my shirt, tugging on it as if he was asking me what my plan was.

I turned back to see his eyes bulging wide with fear as he watched three ghoulish, full-grown zombie chew right through a man’s leg. Blood squirted almost to the ceiling as the man endlessly shrieked in agony and despair. 

The doorway was clear. Most of the living dead were already in the room with us, snacking on anything that moved or chasing the helpless leftovers down the long corridor.

It’s now or never, I thought.

Taking a deep breath and nodding at Benji, I stood up and bolted forward, sword in hand, ready to slice through anything that got in my way, living or dead. Instantly several sets of jaundiced yellow eyes turned toward us. The zombie with a chunk of a man’s leg in his mouth spit it out and roared in anger as we cleared the door. I didn’t bother to look back. I was certain he was right behind us. I sprinted out into the courtyard, taking in the insane view of the utter carnage as I went. Every few feet, a headless zombie corpse lay twitching. Every few feet, the mangled body of a dead soldier lay ripped to shreds, camouflage stained red and black with blood and ooze. 

A zombie woman with long, stringy brown hair and scarlet blood covering her mouth crawled mindlessly toward us. Cut in half by gunfire, she pulled her upper torso along by scratching at the asphalt with long fingers that ended in blood red nails. I had no doubt that if she reached us, she would be just as dangerous as all the other reanimated corpses. A sense of dread crept over me as I watched her for a brief moment.

How can we win if cutting them in half doesn’t even stop them? I wondered to myself.

“He’s gaining on us. Which way do we go?” Benji shouted, snapping me out of my horror induced stupor. 

A quick glance backward confirmed his words. A single zombie had followed us out of the classroom and was making good time across the gore-strewn grounds in our direction. Whatever intelligence drove these creatures sent him our way to finish off the massacre.

“Hurry!” Benji screamed, fear grossly twisting the features of his face.

Scanning the yard, I saw the route between the far eastern side buildings was wide open. I’d spent countless hours getting the lay of the land when I first arrived and I knew that across the field was Cabrillo Highway, leading south to Lompoc. The sun was already starting to set. Walking in the dark was maybe the dumbest thing we could do, but we had two things going for us. The first was that zombies tended to slow down some at night. Like it or not, they still had human eyes so that meant their visibility went down after dark.

The other thing working in our favor was the isolated area we’d be crossing through. Zombies tended to congregate in highly populated areas, as far as anyone knew. That was probably what had driven them to overrun the base in the first place. We weren’t likely to find many of them in the relatively empty space between the base and town. It wasn’t like we had many options at that point, anyway. Either way, we were going to be moving at night.

Better than being trapped inside a small building and surrounded by another horde, I thought.

I pointed toward the buildings to the east.

“We’re heading that way,” I said as calmly as I could, trying to sound like I was in control of myself. I could feel my hand shaking as I pointed, so I dropped it back to my side.

“Watch where you’re stepping,” I cautioned, gesturing toward the ground, “so you don’t slip on the blood and guts, or trip over a body, or get dragged down by a partial zom crawler like that woman.”

The zombie chasing us stopped and let out a loud shriek, sounding like a war cry. He was less than a hundred feet away. Benji and I both stopped and stared at him. Within seconds several other zombies came out from the school, sniffing the air. They turned toward us and began lumbering in our direction, the evidence of their ghastly last meal still staining their fronts.

“No time to waste,” I said. We both took off at a full run, giving it everything we had. I still had my sword in my hand. As we passed the female half zombie, she reached up toward me and bared her teeth. I brought down my katana and decapitated her with a single swipe of the blade. Benji kept glancing back as he ran, trying to see where our pursuers were. 

I yelled out and caught his attention, fire burning in my lungs. “Don’t look back. Just keep running!”

By the time we were halfway to the buildings, the carnage beneath our feet had disappeared. The majority of the fighting happened in the open area near the school, as soldiers sacrificed their lives for us. 

Most of them died in vain, I thought. What if that had been my brother?

I didn’t have to imagine what it would have been like to know them because I had been on a first name basis with most of the enlisted men since I had arrived. I recognized too many faces on our sprint to freedom, faces frozen in death, twisted by pain and anger. So many people had already died. With a small gang of the undead still chasing us, I knew I didn’t have time to mourn these fallen heroes, but I made a mental note that if I made it out alive, I would honor them. They deserved that mark of respect for all they had done, all they had given.

We were less than twenty feet from the buildings when I saw something moving in the shadows. My heart skipped a beat, and I felt the familiar sour sensation rising up in my guts. We were racing as fast as we could go, straight into a zombie trap. A million horrible thoughts all went through my head at once. Maybe there was a swarm of them in there, faces peeled off, nothing but teeth and sharpened bones. Like insects working together they’d used their hive mind, their animal intelligence, to force us into a monstrous feeding pit. How many people were already dead in there, having been torn to bits by these disgusting monsters? 

Rapidly I glanced around for a way out even as my legs carried us forward. I knew that if I tried to change course too suddenly, chances were I would trip and roll right into whatever demon was hiding in the shadows waiting for us. And even if I did make it, there was no way Benji would.

If I am going to die this way then I’ll clear a path for him, I thought as I gripped the handle of my sword tighter. It was the only answer that made sense. I raised the sword in front of me and let out a loud battle cry as I charged forward toward the terrible darkness that awaited us. Before I could cross the threshold, two teenage boys stepped out of the alley and faced us. It was the Parker twins, Joel and Tom. They were covered from head-to-toe in dried blood.

What is that in their hands? I thought as they raised their arms chest high and pointed black steel at us. Guns. I’d seen them before. Not just any guns—an MK-13 and a grenade launcher. I slowed down just enough to let Benji get in front of me and then tackled him to the ground with all my might, holding him down as he squirmed and fought. The grenade flew past us a split second later.

“Cover your ears!” I yelled. 

Benji stopped fighting and stuffed his fingers deep into his ears as if they were foam plugs. I barely got mine in when the explosion went off. The ground we were sitting on rippled from the force of the fiery blast. 

I looked back to see pieces of the foul zombies flying apart. The ones who had joined the chase were now down for the count, but our main attacker was still in hot pursuit. He was less than twenty feet away. We were screwed. With my sword over ten feet away, I didn’t stand a chance of retrieving it before he reached us. I was going to have to use hand-to-hand combat, knowing a single bite would transform me into one of them.

“Stay down!” Tom Parker yelled. 

The next thing I knew a hail of bullets came ripping out of the MK-13, penetrating the soft flesh of the hell spawn and cutting him in half before our eyes. Strips of gray flesh, black muck, and oily red contaminated blood showered us. I did my best to cover Benji from the cascading flow of filth. It felt like the gunfire went on forever but in reality it was probably less than a minute. 

Tom walked over to the bullet riddled zombie and kicked him over with his foot. Despite taking so much lead and being sawed in half, the thing was still moving its mouth, flexing its neck muscles as it lunged at Tom with its teeth.

“Suck on this,” Tom said, sticking the barrel of his automatic weapon into the creature’s snapping mouth and blowing its blackened brains all over the asphalt.

“Where the hell did you two come from?” I asked, sitting up and wiping the mess from my clothes the best I could. 

So far as anyone knows, you can’t get infected with the zombie virus by coming into contact with their blood or guts. The disease is spread by being bitten. The saliva transmits the virus directly into the blood stream. You could bathe in a pool of undead guts and not get it, not that anyone I knew wanted to test that theory. Nothing smells as bad as the living dead. Words just can’t begin to describe the disgusting stench.

“A simple thank you will suffice,” Tom said, extending his hand to help me up. 

I took it and got to my feet. Joel had set down his grenade launcher and was turning my blade over in his hands, mesmerized by its perfection. It made me uncomfortable to see him with it. A katana is not a toy to play with. It’s a delicate flower and a deadly instrument of justice. My blade was like my secret girlfriend, and I didn’t appreciate him causally putting his paws all over her.

“Thanks,” I said, turning my back to him and walking over to Joel.

“Don’t mention it,” Tom said with a note of mild sarcasm.

“I believe that belongs to me,” I said, with just a hint of force in my voice. He looked up into my eyes.

“Right you are,” Joel said, immediately handing it over. Instantly I felt the muscles in my neck relax. “Just taking a look. No harm done.”

“How did you two survive?” Benji asked. I was glad for a reason to change the topic. “And where did you get those amazing guns?”

“We were in the mess hall when the order came to evacuate,” Joel said.

“We were way back in the kitchen, um, liberating some grub for those late-night snacking fits,” Tom added, looking sheepish. “Our candy supplies were running dangerously low.”

“Right,” Joel said, taking back the conversation. “So we hear all this earsplitting screaming, chairs scraping, people stampeding out the door, just general mayhem. We pop our heads out just in time to see a soldier shut and lock the door.”

“Why would they take the time to lock the door?” The words were out of my mouth before I realized I was speaking.

“That’s exactly what we said when it happened,” Tom chimed in.

“So we creep up and take a peek out the window,” Joel said, taking back the narrative. “You gotta realize at this point we have no clue what’s going on. It could be a drill for all we know.”

“I was hoping we were being evacuated to new housing, to be honest,” Tom said. “There’s a big spot above my bed that I am pretty sure is the start of black mold.”

“It was unreal,” Joel said, waving his arms to make his point. “First, I see all the people on the base running toward the old elementary school. There are flashes of green as the soldiers run behind them, forming something like a human shield. There’s a lot of screaming . . .”

“But it’s like someone screaming orders,” Tom interrupted.

“Exactly,” Joel said. “Then the screaming started getting louder and blending together more. That’s when we saw the first wave of zombies attack.”

“I didn’t know they could move that fast,” Tom said. “I’ve only ever seen them kinda moping along. Sure they’re lethal, because they don’t ever let up once they catch a whiff of you.”

“We never imagined they could move like that,” Joel said. “It must have been the extreme hunger or something.”

Get to the damn point, I thought. Just as I was getting ready to lose my patience, Benji prodded them for the rest of their long, drawn-out tale.

“So how did you escape?”

“We cracked a window and slipped out,” Tom said. Joel shot him a look that seemed to say thanks for ruining the story.

“I’ve done some research,” Joel said. “Zombies are attracted to noise and movement.”

Everybody knows that, I thought, rolling my eyes and fighting back an exasperated sigh. Joel pretended not to notice.

“They were too busy going after the cluster of screaming adults and fighting soldiers to notice us. So we slowly walked over to where the fight had started. There were three dead soldiers just ripped to shreds lying there.”

“It was ugly stuff, man,” Tom said, looking at the ground.

“That’s when we saw the second wave coming over the west wall,” Joel said dramatically.

“Zombies can’t climb walls, man,” I said.

“They didn’t have to climb it,” Joel countered. “They lined up against it and just pushed it over like a human tsunami. They climbed over the rubble. They were coming right for us.”

“What did you do?” Benji’s eyes were wide with fear and anticipation as he listened, totally absorbed in the twin’s story.

“We hid,” Tom said. “Under the bodies.”

“No way,” I blurted out.

“It’s true,” Joel said, not sounding so cocky anymore. “We didn’t have much of a choice, did we? The zombies were heading toward us so we got on the ground and pulled the dead bodies over us for cover, hoping it would distract them.”

“It did,” Tom said defiantly, puffing out his chest. “They went right past us and toward the fighting. I remember thinking I must have wet myself out of fear and not even known. Only when I got up, I saw it wasn’t urine—it was blood coming out of the soldier I’d pulled over me, leaking out what was left in his body. It was still warm.”

“Soaked right through our clothes,” Joel said. “We grabbed these guns and broke out as fast as we could, using the buildings for cover.”

“Why did you follow them to the school?” I asked.

“I dunno,” Tom said. “I guess we just had to know what happened.”

“I kept wishing there was some way to stop them,” Joel said. “Instead, we were as helpless as babies and couldn’t do a damn thing.” 

He looked upset with himself for not doing more to help. I understood the feeling. A wave of guilt crashed over me as I thought about all the people we’d left behind. I swallowed it back. There would be time for self-pity and wallowing later. For now, we needed to keep it together if we were gonna make it out of this alive.

“So you’ve never shot that thing until just now when we arrived?” I was having a hard time wrapping my head around it all. The MK-13 was a fierce piece of machinery. Tom had handled it like it was an Xbox 360 accessory.

“Our dad is a marine who saw action in Iraq,” Joel said proudly, the grin returning to his dirty face. “Between us, we’ve pretty much practiced shooting on every kind of automatic weapon imaginable.”

“Let’s just say we’ve had a colorful childhood,” Tom added.

“Where is your dad now?”

“We don’t really know,” Tom admitted. “He left us here right after Z-Day.”

“Haven’t seen him since.” Joel worriedly shrugged.

“Thank you for saving our lives,” Benji said with shiny eyes that fought back tears of gratitude.

“Yeah,” I added lamely, feeling like a moron. “Thanks.”

“You’re welcome,” Tom said with an easy smile.

“We were just working on a plan to leave when we saw you hauling ass this way,” Joel said. “I think we should give the kitchen another once over for supplies before heading out. Tom thinks it’s too risky.”

“Tom’s right,” I said. “It’s not safe to stay here with the horde on the loose. It’s just a matter of minutes until they eat their way through the school and start looking for fresh victims.”

“So you’ve got a better plan?” Joel gave me a menacing look.

Everyone got real quiet and looked at me. I felt my throat going dry but pushed through it.

“If we take the 1 south past the housing, we’ll literally walk right into town. I’m hoping we can grab an abandoned car along the way, maybe gas up in town, then head south to Hueneme. My brother is stationed there. He’ll know what to do.”

No one said a word. I felt my skin crawl as they stared at me. I didn’t know if they thought it was the most brilliant plan ever or the dumbest.

“You’re old enough to make your own decisions,” I stumbled on, trying to come off more casual than I really felt, “but we are heading south. You’re welcome to come with us.”

“What makes you think it’s any better down south?” Joel asked, fire still burning in his eyes. “How do you know we’ll be safe there?”

“I don’t,” I shrugged. “All I know is we can’t stay here anymore.”

Joel and Tom stared at each other for a long time, as if they were communicating by telepathy. Tom nodded and Joel shook his head. Benji watched on, fascinated. They turned back to us at the same time.

“Okay,” they said in unison.

“Okay what?” I asked.

“We’ll go with you,” Joel said. “On one condition.”

“What’s that?”

“You let us do the shooting,” Tom said gleefully.

“Fine by me. I’ve got a condition of my own.”

“Oh yeah?” Joel said. “What’s that?”

“The minute we find a place that’s stocked up and safe, you two shower and change into clean clothes,” I said, pointing at them with the end of my katana. “You look like something out of one of his more screwed up comic books.”

“I think they look kinda cool,” Benji said. 

Tom smiled at him and messed his hair up.

“I knew you were gonna say that,” I replied, walking past them and through the field that led out to the blacktop.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three
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“Who would record Survivor?” Benji had settled onto the couch and was flipping through channels as if he didn’t have a care in the world. He had his dirty, crud-crusted Nike’s up on the table. Not one station was broadcasting, not even the armed service network emergency warning that used to go out on every channel, so he had switched over to recorded programs. He was scrolling through episodes of America’s Got Talent, Family Feud, The Simpsons, and Family Guy when he settled on his favorite reality television show.

“Someone who really liked the show, I guess,” I shot back, trying to hide my annoyance. 

The truth was, I just didn’t feel safe, and I wanted to get moving as soon as we could. I peeked out the front window at the empty suburban street. There was no sign of the zombie horde. It was quiet—too quiet. The sun would be going down in just over an hour. I wanted to be sure we were on the road by then. Out there in the dark, the only thing worse than getting surrounded on foot by walking corpses would be getting trapped in a house with no escape.

I wish Moto was here, I thought. He would know exactly what to do. He always knows.

On our way down the street, we walked through a typical cluster of track homes. It was starting to get late, and I didn’t think it was safe to stop, but Joel reminded me of my taunt for the twins to get cleaned up and I eventually relented.

Tom picked the house he liked best then we made a full sweep of it, coming up empty. The fridge was stocked to maximum capacity. The electricity was still on. The AC hummed. Everything was about as perfect as you could ask for until we reached the upstairs bedrooms. 

The master bedroom was fine. Nothing under the bed. Nothing in the closets. Then we swung open the second bedroom door. With stuffed animals, nursery toys, a child’s bed, and a crib in the corner it was obviously the kid’s room. No big surprise there. What we hadn’t expected was all the blood. The whole room was covered in dried streaks of blood from floor to ceiling. It looked like something out of a Halloween horror house, like someone had taken buckets of blood and just flung them in every direction, painting everything.

There should be flies swarming all over this room, I thought, like that scene with the priest in The Amityville Horror.

If a single window had been cracked, there would have been. My guess was that they kept the place airtight, so they didn’t waste money on air conditioning. The air smelled like dull rust. I was surprised it didn’t smell like the zombies did, like death and decay.

We turned over every inch of the room but didn’t find any trace of body parts. No bones. No bloody weapons. No fingerprints or bloody smudges. Nothing that would tell us what nightmarish, unthinkable thing had happened in that place. There weren’t any signs of struggle or clean up going into or coming out of the room either. How it all happened remained a mystery to us. Nobody said a word. We backed out of the room and shut the door, lost in our own thoughts.

Joel and Tom raided the guy’s closet for clean clothes and stayed upstairs to shower. Benji and I set up shop downstairs, tearing into the soda and snacks to fuel up on carbs before our big walk south. We were supposed to keep watch and let them know if any zombies showed up so we could bolt over the back wall and down the street. They had already been showering for over half an hour. I knew they had at least a gallon of blood each poured over them, but it was starting to get ridiculous how long they were taking. This was the zombie apocalypse, not a damn fashion show. Who were they trying to impress?

If they don’t hurry up, I might just grab Benji and go, I thought. I didn’t have anything against the Parker twins. Like I said, waiting there like that was making my skin crawl.

“Yeah, but you can catch episodes on a bunch of channels and stream older seasons for free a ton of places,” Benji protested, bringing me back to his present gripe about Survivor. “If you miss an episode, all you have to do is look it up online.” He dug into the bag of Frito’s he’d salvaged from the kitchen, washing them down with an ice-cold Mountain Dew. In the background, Boston Rob is talking to a group of bedraggled fellow competitors, telling them what they want to hear and flashing his trademark rogue smile.

I took a swig of Coke from the two liter I’d grabbed. We’d bagged up a bunch of non-perishables to take with us, just in case. I can’t tell you how happy I was that the previous tenant left two huge bags of high-quality beef jerky. Light, easy to carry, tasty, and chock full of protein. The only downside was it made you thirsty as hell, but we’d cross that bridge when we came to it.

“Lucky for us they liked it enough to save all these episodes,” I said sarcastically.

“How can you not like Survivor?” Benji turned to me, genuinely surprised. “It’s the most entertaining show in television history.”

I smirked to myself at his seriousness. Wonder if he realizes television history is now over, I thought, but didn’t want to ruin a nice moment. 

Not so long ago, I’d been his age. I remembered it well. 

Everything seemed like the biggest deal on earth when you were twelve. Everything was new and exciting. A lot more of the buzz than I’d like to admit wore off each year. I was only sixteen and I had already learned that. Maybe that’s why people are so jaded, I thought. There’s nothing new when you get older. Just more of the same old crap being repackaged and shoveled down your throat with a shiny new bow on top.

“I don’t have anything against the show,” I said, feeling bad for disturbing what was probably the only relaxing moment he’d had in the last twenty-four hours. “I guess it’s just not my thing.”

“You’re not into reality competition shows?”

“I’ve seen my fair share,” I said. “Dancing contests and sing-off’s and dating shows. I guess I just prefer to spend my time reading or surfing the web over watching television.”

“What about Breaking Bad and Dexter?” Benji asked.

“Yeah, I’ve seen those.”

“Sons of Anarchy?”

“I was gonna get around to it,” I answered reluctantly.

“Oh man, you missed out! Too bad they didn’t TiVo that,” Benji said, slipping back into a false sense of security. “We’d have to camp out here until you’d seen them all. If Netflix was still working, you’d have to drag me out of here kicking and screaming.”

“We’ll have to look into that at some point,” I said. “You know, when things slow down.”

I flashed a weak smile. Benji gave me a look that suggested I’d given him a satisfying answer, and he turned back to the television. He switched shows to some guy doing a back flip on a motorcycle over a monster truck. It’s amazing how much comfort we all used to take in moving pictures. I’m not gonna lie. I loved television when I was younger, just like everyone else. Moto used to call it the “slave box” and make fun of my obsession for Saturday morning cartoons.

“You’ve got all the freedom in the world,” he would taunt. “No school, all your chores done, and instead of running wild and exploring the whole neighborhood you’re sitting in your footed jammies eating sugary cereal with your eyes glued to the screen while it kills the few brain cells you still have.”

I used to think he was so weird, but I soon chalked it up to him being raised in a foreign country. I didn’t know why he was giving me such a hard time. Japanese kids loved television even more than we did. Eventually he got under my skin, and I bit the hook, letting him lure me in and feed me his philosophy. Less than a month later, he started my martial arts and weapons training. Given the circumstances, it turned out he did me the biggest favor of my life. If he hadn’t taught me all that stuff back then, I wouldn’t have made it through my first zombie night. 

Loads of people didn’t. They
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