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In its place came something far more complicated—shock, relief, and something so deep I couldn’t make sense of it.

I felt lost. Terrified. I grabbed his hand like it was the only thing keeping me alive.

My words came out in a rush. “Adrian, I—I hurt. I’m bleeding. What’s wrong with me? Zombies don’t have heartbeats. We don’t feel pain. We definitely don’t bleed.”

He pulled me tighter against him. “Don’t be scared. It’s okay. I’m here. I’m staying with you.”

His green vines burst outward, shoving aside the rubble. By the time the others reached us, they were able to drag us free from the collapsed debris.

Not far away, the big zombie was already dead.

Burned black from head to toe. One look was enough to tell me Simon had killed it with fire.

I glanced at him on instinct.

Simon noticed immediately. Our eyes met for barely a second before his gaze shifted to the blood on my head, and he frowned.

There was something in his eyes—something dark and knowing—that I couldn’t understand.

It made my skin crawl.

Thankfully, Adrian stepped in front of me and cut off his line of sight.

We’d collected most of the supplies already, so we headed back to the Survivor Compound.

On the way, my body changed again.

I had a normal person’s body temperature.

I wanted to tell Adrian right away, but before I could speak, he took my hand and laced our fingers together.

Heat poured from his palm into mine. Then he looked at me and mouthed the words silently:

Don’t be afraid. Trust me.

I pressed a hand to the heart beating in my chest for him and squeezed his hand back hard.

Okay.

I trust you.

I’d finally figured out what was wrong with my body.

The reason was ridiculous.

Adrian was an SSS-rank plant mutant, which meant his blood—and even the cherry tomatoes growing off his vines—had a growth-boosting effect.

And somehow, thanks to that, I’d been forced into a second chance at life.

I’d been wondering why a zombie’s broken teeth could grow back so fast.

Now I knew.

While everyone else was turning more and more undead, I was going in the exact opposite direction.

I was becoming human again.

And honestly... I wasn’t mad about it.

As my body kept edging closer to normal, I could eat regular food now too, aside from the blood I still needed.

The compound cafeteria wasn’t exactly gourmet. Mostly potatoes and cabbage, bland enough to make a person cry.

I still ate like my life depended on it.

But today was different.

It was time for my daily extra meal.

I patted my burning cheeks and tried to calm down.

I think I’ve fallen for Adrian.

Lately, every time I thought about him, I started blushing like an idiot.

God, this is so embarrassing.

Me—a Zombie Queen who’d slept for thousands of years—actually falling for some twenty-something kid?

Then it hit me.
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Wasn’t this basically an ancient undead cougar going after fresh meat?

...Whatever.

Who cares?

Meeting me was Adrian’s bad luck.

I’m going for it.

I knocked on his door. No answer.

I pushed it open and found the room empty.

My heart skipped.

Wait. Had I been so obviously lovestruck that Adrian got scared and ran for it?

Absolutely not.

This was a crisis.

I immediately launched a full sweep of the compound.

And in the end, in one of the most isolated corners of the place, I found him sneaking around behind my back to meet someone in secret.

Unbelievable. Who the hell was trying to steal my man from under the Zombie Queen’s nose?

I crouched behind a tree stump and peered over it.

Then I finally got a clear look at the other person’s face.

Simon Mercer.

That made me blink.

Those two had never exactly gotten along, so what were they doing huddled together out here?

Adrian said, “The plan can move forward. Just remember—not to interfere like you did last time.”

Simon gave a shrug. “I just couldn’t bear thinking about how this ends. I wanted to help you, that’s all. But when the plan reaches the final step… are you sure you can do it?”

Adrian didn’t hesitate. “Yes. And that’s something only I can do.”

Simon suddenly laughed. “I’ve always thought I was the crazy one. Compared to you, I’m not even close.”

Then the two of them left one after the other, leaving me behind in total confusion.

What kind of plan were they talking about that had to be kept this secret?

My mind felt wrapped in fog, like something important had been torn out of my memory.

It was driving me crazy.

The Red Rain came without warning, one bizarre downpour after another, as if the sky had finally decided to cut off every last path to human survival.

There was no adjustment period anymore. No buffer. Anything touched by those crimson drops turned instantly into a mutated zombie.

Survivor compounds around the world fell almost overnight beneath wave after wave of zombie hordes. The smell of blood and death spread everywhere, until it felt like the whole world had been soaked in it.

Hardly anyone was left.

I saw the metal-type registrar from intake get torn into five or six pieces by one of his own mutated teammates.

I saw one of the cafeteria ladies—the one who used to slap extra food onto trays when she was in a good mood—being gnawed on by an elderly zombie like she was nothing more than stew vegetables.

Adrian’s squad had started with twenty people.

Now there were only four of us left.

Me. Adrian. Simon. Logan.

Honestly, that still counted as lucky.

We fought shoulder to shoulder through the feeding frenzy, barely finding time to breathe between attacks.

We ran hand in hand through the dying light of the apocalypse, fleeing headlong through despair.
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I couldn’t make sense of the coded exchange between them.

Then, while I was still frozen in confusion, a thorned vine burst from Adrian’s palm and punched straight through Simon’s chest.

When the vine snapped back, the force flung Simon off the rooftop.

“No—!” I lunged for him, trying to catch him.

Too late.

The last thing I saw before he fell into the zombie horde below was the relieved smile on his face.

Adrian caught me from behind and locked me against his chest.

That cold-blooded version of him—really seeing it—terrified me.

I fought like mad in his arms, but he caught my chin and crushed his mouth to mine. His breathing was rough, burning hot, impossible to refuse.

Somewhere in the struggle, I bit through the tip of his tongue.

The sharp, sweet taste of blood turned the brutal kiss into something that felt horribly like goodbye.

Then a fierce pain tore through my chest.

Adrian finally pulled back.

I looked down.

The same thorned vine had pierced both our hearts.

I stared, unable to believe it.

His blood-smeared lips were a vivid red, and he smiled at me with a dangerous, breathtaking softness. His burning fingertips brushed my cool earlobe, tender as ever, and he said the same words again.

“Don’t be afraid. Trust me.”

At that moment, the dark, oppressive sky split wide open, revealing a bottomless black abyss above us.

The whole world began to shake and cave in. The ground cracked apart, swallowing huge swaths of zombies without mercy.

Everything was collapsing.

I barely had time to register the pain in my chest before a sharp chiming started going off in my head—ding, ding, ding—loud and frantic.

Agony bloomed at my temples. My consciousness began to blur.

In that haze, I heard Adrian whisper against my ear.

“It’s an honor,” he said softly, “that my love for you will be preserved forever at the end of the world.”

“Goodbye, my... Your Majesty.”

Then he threw me into the sky.

The tearing gulf between heaven and earth became an uncrossable divide, and all I could do was watch as the collapsing ground buried him alive.

In the final second before the black hole overhead swallowed me whole, my lost memories finally broke through.

“Another consciousness just made it back! This one’s actually an Observer’s consciousness. Unbelievable!”

“That’s great! Out of the 94,508 minds lost in Simulated Earth, there’s only one left now!”

I jolted upright inside the Biopod and covered my face as I broke down sobbing.

I remembered.

I remembered everything.

Simulated Earth was a fully immersive holographic experience—a project designed to let people witness the history of Earth from prehistoric ages all the way to the modern era.

I’d helped build it.
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And finally: close the trap and bring her back to the compound.

I succeeded.

After feeding her for a long time, Jessa’s body started coming back to life.

Her heart began beating.

She could get hurt. She could bleed. She could feel pain.

Watching her panic after getting injured hurt me more than I could say.

But I had to do it.

Because in the Real World, there were still people waiting for her.

People she cared about.

So she had to go back.

Simon noticed the changes in Jessa too.

I knew he wanted to help me.

That was why, back in the warehouse, he’d pretended to attack me with a fireball.

He wanted to test whether a mutant’s powers could actually injure Jessa.

It didn’t work.

He said I was even crazier than he was.

I admitted it.

Because the most important step in sending Jessa back to reality...

was killing her again.

With the regenerative growth factor inside her, no attack from anyone else could be fatal.

Except mine.

There probably wasn’t another boyfriend in the world as absurd as me.

First I buried my girlfriend with my own hands.

Then I had to kill her with my own hands too.

Even if the reason was to save her.

In the end, I did it.

But I couldn’t bear the thought of her hurting alone.

If I couldn’t take her pain for her, then I could at least hurt with her.

So I used my vines to pierce both our hearts at the same time.

I guess that counted as being joined heart to heart forever.

Just... in a bloodier way than most people meant it.

At last, the world collapsed completely.

Goodbye, my dearest Jessa.

What I didn’t expect was that I’d become so hard to kill that even total world collapse couldn’t finish me off.

When I woke up, it felt like I was trapped in some black hole at the center of the universe. Everywhere I looked, there was only darkness.

I couldn’t feel the passage of time at all.

Every second stretched endlessly.

So, to pass the time, I wove a small green oasis out of my vines.

Then I planted a lot of cherry tomatoes.

I deliberately slowed their growth.

I watched them go from tiny green sprouts to blossoms, then from wilted petals to ripening fruit.

Again and again.

Today was harvest day for the thirtieth batch.

Like always, I planned to pick them and stack them in the corner of my little oasis.

I hated cherry tomatoes.

But now, they were all I had left.

People said red beans carried longing.

Cherry tomatoes ought to work about the same.

Yes.

I missed Jessa.

Maybe I missed her too much, because I thought I heard her voice.

It wasn’t until I turned around and saw the person I’d been dreaming of standing there in the distance that
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