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    For every survivor.
For those fighting battles no one can see, and for those whose scars are written on their skin for the world to judge.
For the ones who wake each morning and keep breathing, even when the night tried to steal their voice.
For the hearts carrying memories they never asked for, and the souls who rise again after being broken.
You are proof that strength is not the absence of pain—it is the courage to keep going, to keep loving, to keep living.
This story is for you. You are not invisible. You are not alone.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The world doesn't wait for us to be ready. It just asks if we'll keep standing when everything else falls." - Jacob "Jake" Carter
"And when you can't stand, you crawl. And when you can't crawl, you let the ones beside you carry you for a while. That's how any of us make it."- Adrian Reyes
"But you don't stop there. You stand back up, broken, bleeding, breathing, because surviving isn't enough. You keep going until there's something worth living for." - Mateo Reyes
"And when you finally find it, you fight like hell to protect it; because the world may take everything, but it doesn't get to take us."- Oscar Knight

      

    


Content Warning

This book contains mature and potentially distressing material. Reader discretion is advised.

	Sexual Assault & Abuse of Power: Several scenes depict grooming, coercion, and sexual assault, including explicit rape, committed by an adult authority figure against an 18-year-old student. These moments are written with emotional and physical detail and may be triggering. 	Page 2, Pages 141-142, Pages 199-200



	Consensual Intimacy: The book also includes consensual sexual and romantic intimacy between 18-year-old students. These scenes are clearly distinct from the abusive content but are noted here for readers who may wish to be aware of any sexual material. 	Pages 239-240



	Other Potential Triggers: Themes of violence, blood, illness, death, and survival during a societal collapse are central to the story.


Please take care of yourself as you read. If you are sensitive to these subjects, you may choose to skip or skim scenes that could cause distress. You can mark these pages as potential trigger’s and skip or skim them. Your safety and comfort matter most.

Note on Content:
All sexual activity in this book occurs between characters aged 18 or older. Any references to sexual violence or abuse that occurred before that age are only mentioned as past events, not described in explicit detail.
The author does not support or condone sexual depictions involving minors. Any author who chooses to write such material is engaging in something harmful and disturbing, and it should never be normalized.
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Chapter One: Friday Night Lights
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The locker room reeked of sweat, grass, and cheap body spray. Helmets clattered onto the concrete floor, shoulder pads creaked, and the steady hiss of the showers down the hall made the place sound like it was steaming from the inside out.

Clayton was down by three.

“Defense can’t stop a damn screen pass to save their lives!” Coach Marcus Hill barked, voice ricocheting off the cinderblock. His glare raked the room, daring anyone to blink.

Jake Carter sat hunched on the bench, helmet balanced between his knees. Sweat dripped down his face, tracing lines through the eye-black on his cheekbones. He wasn’t looking at Hill, he was staring at the whiteboard where the score was scrawled in thick marker: Comets 17, Cougars 14.

Beside him, Malik Thompson cracked his knuckles loud enough to turn heads. “Coach, if the line would actually hold, I could finish a rush without chasing ghosts every play.”

Across the row, Scott Michaelson bristled, jersey collar damp with Gatorade. “Maybe if you weren’t too busy chest-beating, ”

“Enough,” growled Coach Ray Daniels, the head coach, bringing his clipboard down with a single hard smack. The room went still.

A low murmur passed the benches. Raheem Johnson muttered something under his breath that drew a snort from Lucas Gabriel, the junior cornerback lounging against a locker with his helmet tipped like a crown. Jake clocked it all without reacting. Captain. Quarterback. The one who was supposed to pull them back from the edge.

He closed his eyes, inhaled. Beyond the muffled brass of the band, he heard it again: a siren somewhere past the stadium, rising, circling. No one else seemed to notice.

Jake opened his eyes, set his jaw, and stood.

“We’re better than the last two drives,” he said, steady, not shouting. Heads turned anyway. “We know who we are. Scott, you anchor. Raheem, chip and release; I’ll hit you on the seam if they bite. Malik, stop gambling, set the edge, then eat. Lucas, eyes not mouth; jump the first hitch you see. We play clean, we play fast, and we trust each other. Their crowd’s loud. Ours is louder. Finish.”

For a beat, the room held its breath.

Then Raheem clapped once, sharp. Malik nodded, rolling his shoulders. Scott grinned. Even Lucas’s smirk faded into focus.

Coach Daniels lifted his chin, approval like flint. “You heard your captain. Take it right out of their hands.”

The Cougars roared, helmets slamming into palms and pads as the team surged for the tunnel.

Jake turned to follow, and a hand locked around his forearm.

“Hold up, Carter.”

Coach Brent Calloway’s grip was iron. The stampede bled down the hallway; the door swung shut; fluorescent buzz filled the quiet that remained. Calloway’s smile was the kind meant for crowds. Up close, it didn’t reach his eyes.

“We’ve got a second,” he said, drawing Jake away from the doorway.

“We don’t,” Jake answered, trying to angle past him. “Coach Daniels just...”

Calloway yanked him closer. The motion was sudden and practiced; Jake’s helmet slipped, clattering on the concrete. The coach’s mouth crushed against his without permission, the reek of coffee and mint so close it made Jake’s stomach pitch. A hand slid where it didn’t belong, possessive, wrong.

Jake shoved back, heart hammering. “Don’t,” he said, hoarse, furious.

Calloway’s forearm pinned him to the lockers. “Relax,” he breathed, voice low. “You’re mine.”

“Jake?” A voice carried from the hall, firm, concerned. “Jake, you good?”

Oscar Knight.

The sound snapped like a lifeline. Jake twisted hard, breaking Calloway’s hold. The coach’s fingers tightened for a heartbeat more, then loosened. He leaned in, breath hot against Jake’s ear.

“We’ll finish this later,” he whispered.

Oscar shouldered through the door, helmet tucked under his arm, scanning. “There you are. Kickoff’s in sixty.”

Jake grabbed his helmet, forced his face to steady. “Yeah. Coming.” He brushed past Calloway without looking, clapped Oscar’s shoulder, and headed for the tunnel, every nerve buzzing like a struck wire.

Behind him, Calloway watched with that crowd-ready smile, thin as a blade only Jake could feel.

The blast of brass and percussion hit them first as they stepped out of the tunnel. The Cougars’ marching band was in full retreat formation, silver plumes bobbing as the last chord of their halftime set thundered across Cougar Field. Layla Thompson, flute raised high, saluted the crowd before spinning in unison with Patricia Iglesias and the rest of the line.

The home bleachers rose to their feet, clapping and shouting as the band’s closer ended in a crash of cymbals.

“Hell of a set!” Scott bellowed, pumping a fist toward the sideline.

Oscar cupped his hands to his mouth. “That’s my girl!” His voice carried, and Patricia, flushed with effort, lifted her flute in answer. The roar of the crowd mostly drowned it out, but she caught his eye anyway. He jogged close enough to lean over the rope and press a quick kiss to her cheek. Patricia laughed, breathless, before jogging off with the band.

Jake slowed long enough to clap Layla and Patricia both on the shoulders as they passed. “You kept this place alive at halftime,” he told them. “We needed that.”

Patricia’s shy smile bloomed at the words. Layla just gave him a brisk nod, eyes sharp behind her glasses.

Then a cough cut through the noise. Harsh, wet.

Jake glanced toward the bleachers. A middle-aged man in Cougar blue doubled over two rows up, shoulders jerking. A woman beside him rubbed his back with a worried look. Behind them, two kids clutched at their stomachs.

Scott frowned. “You seein’ that?”

Oscar’s eyes swept higher. More faces than not looked pale, washed out in the stadium lights. Some fans had scarves pressed to their mouths; others swayed unsteadily in the crush of cheering bodies.

Jake’s gut twisted. The sound of the siren he’d heard in the locker room came back to him.

But the ref’s whistle blew, sharp and commanding, and the Cougars’ sideline coach waved them forward.

“We start with the ball this half!” Daniels barked. “Let’s move!”

The team surged past them toward the line of scrimmage. Jake shoved the unease down, forced his helmet on, and jogged into place. The crowd’s roar swelled again, trying to shake off whatever shadows crept between the rows.

“Later,” Jake muttered under his breath to Oscar and Scott as they formed the huddle. “We’ll figure it out later.”

And with that, the ball was punted, and the second half began.

The ref’s whistle cut the night, and Cougar Field roared back to life.

“Blue thirty-six! Blue thirty-six! Hut, hut!”

Scott snapped the ball clean, his bulk holding the line like a wall of iron. Malik and Raheem slammed into their men, clearing the pocket. Jake faked the handoff, tucking the ball against his hip and selling it with his eyes. The Comets’ linebackers bit, charging left.

Jake spun, pulled back, and launched. The ball sailed high, perfect spiral gleaming under the floodlights.

Oscar was already flying down the seam. He leapt, fingertips grazing leather, and cradled it into his chest before his cleats even touched grass again. One defender swiped air, another stumbled. The crowd roared as Oscar tucked and burned downfield, fifty, forty, thirty, Scott sprinting in celebration behind him, hands up.

Seventy yards later, Oscar crossed into the end zone, slamming the ball down as Cougar Field exploded. Blue and silver streamers shot from the cheer line, Savannah shrieked through her megaphone, and the band struck up the fight song so loud the bleachers shook.

Jake pumped a fist, sprinting down to meet him. For a heartbeat, it was perfect. Clayton 20, Cleveland 17.

Then the screaming shifted.

Not cheers. Screams.

Jake turned in time to see one of Cleveland’s defensive backs stagger sideways. No one had touched him. He clawed at his throat, coughing so hard it echoed over the crowd noise. Blood sprayed from his mouth in a dark mist, splattering his jersey. His knees buckled. Red poured from his nose, his eyes bulging, crimson streaks leaking from the corners.

“Jesus,” Scott muttered, helmet tilting.

Jake didn’t hesitate; he tore his helmet off and ran across the line. “Hey! He’s down! He needs...”

The boy’s body convulsed, chest heaving like he was drowning on dry land.

Oscar caught Jake’s arm, holding him back. “Jake, wait, don’t touch him! It’s not a hit, it’s a medical emergency.” His voice was sharp, commanding. “Get EMS!”

The field went silent except for the retching coughs. Coaches waved frantically. Players from both sides backed off.

Red lights cut through the stadium glow as the ambulance that had been circling finally pulled onto the track. EMTs sprinted across the grass, stretcher rattling.

From the home stands, a deeper presence moved, Sheriff Michaelson, Scott’s dad, radio pressed to his shoulder as deputies fanned out along the gate.

“Game’s over,” one ref barked, voice shaking. “We’re calling it.”

Coach Daniels, pale under the brim of his cap, blew his whistle once and pointed to the locker room. “Cougars inside. Now.”

The scoreboard still blazed Clayton 21, Cleveland 17, but no one cared anymore.

Jake stood frozen for a second longer, heart pounding. The boy’s eyes had rolled white, blood smeared across his chin, body thrashing against the hands trying to save him.

It was no cramp. No dehydration. Something else was happening.

Something worse.

Oscar shoved him gently but firmly toward the sideline. “C’mon, Captain,” he said, voice low. “This isn’t football anymore.”

The ambulance doors slammed, siren howling again as EMTs worked frantically over the stricken Cleveland defender. But even before the stretcher lifted, another sound cut through the fight song’s fading echo.

Coughing. Dozens of coughs.

From the east bleachers, a woman doubled over, clutching her stomach. A boy beside her gagged into his sweatshirt. Further up, two men staggered down the concrete steps, blood streaking from their noses.

The roar of Cougar Field didn’t fall into silence this time. It fractured ,  cheers splintering into confusion, confusion splintering into panic.

“Mom, Mom, help me!” a girl screamed, her voice shrill over the PA.

Jake spun in place, helmet clutched at his hip. The home stands swayed with motion ,  people shoving, trying to get down the stairs. Kids crying. Fans pressing shirts over their mouths, faces pale under the floodlights.

“Jesus Christ,” Scott muttered, staring up at it all. His big hands tightened on his facemask.

Oscar scanned the chaos, jaw tight. “It’s not just one player,” he said flatly. “Something’s wrong with a lot of folks right now.”

Deputies rushed along the gate, shouting for order. Sheriff Michaelson cut across the track, radio crackling in one hand, his free hand waving players toward the tunnel.

“Team off the field!” Daniels bellowed. “Now!”

The Cougars jogged, stumbled, sprinted ,  no longer a line, just a scramble to escape the flood of terrified fans.

Sheriff Michaelson found his son first, clamping a steadying hand on Scott’s shoulder before looking hard at the three boys together. His face was grim, pale under the brim of his hat.

“You three, listen to me,” he said, voice low but unshakable. “Go straight home. Don’t stop anywhere, don’t hang around. Text your friends and tell them the same. You hear me?”

Scott swallowed. “Dad... what’s happening?”

“Not now,” Michaelson snapped, then softened just enough to squeeze Scott’s arm. “Please. Just do as I say.”

Oscar pulled his phone already, thumbing out messages. Get home. Don’t stay at the stadium. Now. One to Patricia. Another to his ROTC buddies.

Scott mirrored him, firing texts into the team group chat.

Jake stood frozen, eyes darting between the chaos and the sheriff’s tight face. “My parents...” he started, then stopped. His stomach sank. “They didn’t come tonight.”

Sheriff Michaelson’s jaw flexed. “Then you get a ride. Don’t care how. Just get off these grounds.”

“Jake!”

Savannah’s voice rang over the din. She was pressed against the railing with her cheer squad, green eyes sharp, curls bouncing as she waved. Izzy and Tasha flanked her, but it was Savannah who shoved through, teeth clenched.

“You’re coming with me,” she said as Jake jogged up, her hand already locking on his wrist. “Now.”

Jake looked back once ,  at Scott, at Oscar, at the field where deputies struggled to clear a wave of sick, staggering fans. Another siren screamed into the night, a second ambulance tearing down the access road.

His stomach twisted. It was spreading. Fast.

He let Savannah pull him toward the lot.

Behind him, Cougar Field was no longer the home of Friday night glory. It was the first place in Clayton where the world began to unravel.

The parking lot was chaos, headlights glaring as cars peeled out in every direction. Parents shouted for their kids, band members clutched instrument cases like shields, and deputies tried to wave traffic through without being swallowed by it.

Savannah’s Range Rover was parked crooked near the exit, Izzy and Tasha already piling into the backseat with nervous chatter. Savannah yanked open the driver’s door and shoved Jake toward the passenger side.

“Get in.”

He obeyed without protest, sinking into the leather seat as she started the engine. The cheerleaders in back quieted when they saw his expression, and for once, Savannah didn’t tell them to shut up or keep up appearances. She just drove.

For a while, the only sound was the hum of the engine and the muffled wail of another siren passing them on the highway.

“You scared me,” Savannah said suddenly. Her hands were tight on the wheel, knuckles pale. “Running toward that kid like you did. What were you thinking, Jake? He was coughing up blood.”

Jake rubbed his palms against his thighs, restless. “I wasn’t thinking. He was just... he was dying out there, Sav. Nobody touched him, nobody hit him. I couldn’t just...” He cut himself off, sighing. “I don’t know. It didn’t feel right, standing still.”

She glanced at him, her green eyes softer than the usual sharp glint she wore at school. “Well, it didn’t feel right watching you charge in like some dumb hero. You could’ve gotten sick too. Then what?”

“I’m sorry,” he said quietly. And he meant it.

The words lingered between them as the lights of Clayton blurred past outside. Savannah exhaled, loosening her grip on the wheel just enough to tap her fingers against it. Then, almost shyly, she reached over and brushed his hand where it rested on his knee.

“Don’t do that again,” she murmured. “I don’t... I don’t want to lose you.”

Jake turned, really looked at her ,  not the queen bee everyone else saw, but the girl beneath it who actually cared. He smiled faintly. “I’ll try not to be dumb, then.”

Minutes later, the Range Rover turned down his street, the chaos of Cougar Field fading behind them. Savannah slowed as she pulled into the cracked driveway, headlights spilling across the Carter porch.

Someone was sitting there.

Adrian.

Leather jacket, boots kicked out, silver chain glinting faintly in the beams. He looked up as they rolled in, his face unreadable.

Jake’s chest tightened. He hesitated only a second before lifting a hand, offering the smallest of smiles and a wave.

Adrian shrugged, pushed himself up, and started walking toward the car.

Savannah cut the headlights, but Adrian was already moving closer, hands shoved deep in his jacket pockets. Izzy groaned softly from the backseat. “Of course,” she muttered. “Clayton’s very own bad boy.”

Adrian stopped at Jake’s window, tilting his head. “Saw the texts,” he said, voice rough but even. “Whole town’s buzzing already. News is saying the game got shut down ‘cause of some mystery illness. They’re showing clips of folks puking their guts out in the stands.”

Jake felt his stomach twist. “It wasn’t just in the stands. Riley Green... he...” He trailed off, rubbing his hands together like he could scrub away the memory of the blood. “I’m worried, man. Something’s wrong. Really wrong.”

Adrian leaned closer, resting a hand on the door frame. His eyes flicked toward Savannah, then back to Jake. “It’s not just here. Been hearing things all week. My brother said there was some crazy shit in Garner... sirens all night, people fighting in the streets. And Raleigh too. Nobody’s saying it out loud, but...” He shrugged. “Feels like it’s spreading.”

Before Jake could answer, a crash echoed from inside his house. A bottle shattering, then his father’s bark, angry, slurred. His mother’s voice rose sharp and panicked, cutting off into silence.

Jake froze, every muscle in his body seizing. His face drained of color.

Adrian saw it, eyes narrowing. He didn’t mock, didn’t smirk. He just said quietly, “Don’t go in there tonight.”

Jake shook his head, voice hoarse. “Adrian, I...”

“Crash at my place.” Adrian’s tone left no room for argument. “You can. Nobody’ll give a damn. It’s been years, yeah, but who cares? You don’t gotta deal with that shit right now.”

Savannah frowned, confused. “Jake...”

Jake forced himself to breathe, to loosen the death grip he had on his knees. He looked at Adrian, at the earnestness buried under his rough edges. Memories flickered ,  bike rides through the neighborhood, sneaking into the creek, falling asleep on Adrian’s floor after long summer nights.

“...We haven’t done that in years,” Jake said softly.

Adrian’s mouth tugged into the ghost of a grin. “Then it’s about time.”

Jake exhaled slowly, then nodded. “Yeah. Okay. Thanks.”

Savannah cut the engine, the headlights dying with a low hum. Izzy and Tasha climbed out quickly, whispering to each other as they hustled back toward the road. Savannah lingered behind the wheel for a moment, then leaned across the console.

Jake turned toward her just as she pressed a quick kiss to his cheek. Her lips were warm, soft, her perfume cutting through the cold night air that slipped in from the open door.

“Goodnight, Jake,” she whispered. “Text me when you wake up tomorrow, okay? I want to know you’re safe.”

He nodded, managing a small smile. “I will.”

Savannah’s eyes flicked past him to Adrian, still standing just outside. Her expression hardened instantly, the queen bee snapping back into place. She jabbed a manicured finger toward him.

“If you get him in any trouble,” she said sharply, “I will ruin you. Do you understand?”

Adrian’s mouth twitched into something between a smirk and a sneer. “You can try,” he said evenly. “But don’t waste your time. I’m not gonna do anything to him.”

Savannah narrowed her eyes but didn’t push further. She put the Range Rover into reverse, gave Jake one last look ,  softer again ,  and pulled away down the street, taillights fading.

The night quieted. Just the buzz of a distant streetlamp and the muffled shouting still drifting faintly from inside Jake’s house.

“Come on,” Adrian said, jerking his chin down the block.

Jake fell into step beside him. They walked in silence, the air crisp, carrying the faint smell of pine and the diesel tang of the departing ambulances still somewhere in town. Their sneakers scuffed against the cracked pavement, steady, unhurried.

Adrian’s porch light glowed weakly as they approached, spilling a pale circle across the steps. He dropped onto the top step with a grunt, leaning back against the rail. Jake followed, sitting beside him. For a few minutes, neither spoke.

The world felt like it was tilting ,  chaos behind them, something worse ahead ,  but for this moment, it was just two boys sitting where they had sat a hundred times before.

Finally, Adrian broke the silence. “Funny,” he muttered, eyes on the dark street. “Feels like we’re kids again. You and me against the world.”

Jake huffed softly, not quite a laugh, but close. “Yeah. Almost.”

They sat a while longer, until the cold bit a little deeper. Adrian stood, pushed the screen door open with his shoulder, and nodded inside.

“Come on. Guest bed’s trashed. You’ll crash with me.”

Jake hesitated, then stepped through. Adrian’s room was dim, cluttered with old posters and a guitar propped against the wall. He kicked his boots off and flopped sideways across the mattress, leaving half open.

Jake toed off his sneakers and slid in at the opposite end, head to foot. It was awkward, a little ridiculous, but familiar in a way that made his chest ache.

Neither said goodnight. They didn’t need to.

For the first time since the siren outside Cougar Field, Jake felt his eyes drift shut.

And for the first time in years, he wasn’t afraid to let them.
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Chapter Two: Friday Night Bites
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Jake blinked awake to pale sunlight spilling through blinds half-bent and crooked. The air smelled faintly of laundry detergent and smoke ,  Adrian’s room. For a moment, Jake forgot where he was, the night before blurring into fragments: the roar of the crowd, blood on a jersey, Savannah’s kiss, Adrian’s steady voice telling him not to go home.

The other side of the bed was empty.

Jake sat up slowly, running a hand through his hair. The sheets were rumpled where Adrian had been, but the boy himself was nowhere in sight. Voices murmured faintly from the kitchen ,  Adrian’s mother, maybe, though he couldn’t catch the words.

Yawning, Jake padded into the hall. The bathroom door creaked open just as he reached it, and Adrian stepped out in nothing but boxers, a towel slung around his neck. His skin was tan, muscles cut from years of fights and football practices long past.

Jake froze. His eyes lingered a second too long before he caught himself. Heat crept up the back of his neck.

Adrian’s eyes widened. “Shit. Sorry, man.” He grabbed the jeans and t-shirt draped over the banister, ducking his head. “Didn’t think you were up yet.”

“It’s fine,” Jake said quickly, his voice rougher than he meant. He brushed past, heart beating too fast for something so small.

He forgot to lock the bathroom door behind him, bracing his hands on the sink. His reflection looked back at him: tired, haunted, but flushed now with something he couldn’t quite name. He stripped out of his clothes, turned the shower on hot, and stepped in, letting the steam swallow him.

The sound of the door cracked open again. Jake turned, startled, just as Adrian pushed inside, muttering, “Forgot my phone.”

Jake stood naked under the spray, water coursing down his chest. For a split second, their eyes met. Adrian’s face went hard, unreadable, before he spun fast ,  too fast, like he was hiding something ,  and snatched his phone off the counter.

“Sorry!” His voice cracked as he bolted back out, slamming the door shut.

Jake pressed a palm to the tile, steam rising around him. He couldn’t tell if the pounding in his chest was from the water’s heat or something else entirely.

When he finally stepped out, towel wrapped tight, the house had gone quiet again. He dressed quickly and found Adrian waiting on the porch, leaning against the railing in a fresh shirt, chain glinting at his throat.

Neither spoke at first. The air between them felt different ,  charged, awkward, heavy with something neither dared name.

A rumble broke the silence.

The school bus pulled up to the corner, brakes squealing, doors yawning open.

Adrian glanced at Jake, his expression unreadable. “Guess it’s back to normal,” he muttered, though his voice didn’t sound convinced.

Jake shifted his backpack onto his shoulder, eyes lingering on him a beat longer than they should have. “Yeah,” he said softly. “Normal.”

But as the two of them stepped off the porch toward the bus, Jake knew nothing about this morning ,  or the world outside ,  was normal anymore.

The bus doors hissed open with a tired groan. Jake climbed on behind Adrian, the smell of vinyl seats, diesel, and too many perfumes mixing in the air.

Every row hummed with noise.

Mariah Ellis already had her phone out, holding it up like a microphone. “I’m telling you, three people fainted near the snack bar, and my cousin says they were foaming at the mouth. Foaming.”

“That’s not true.” Layla shot her a glare from across the aisle, flute case balanced on her lap. “It was heat stroke, maybe food poisoning. Don’t spread rumors.”

“Then why’d they cancel the game?” Mariah fired back. “And why were there, like, four ambulances? Huh?”

Patricia sat quietly beside Layla, eyes down on her sketchbook, though her hand shook faintly as she tried to draw.

Near the back, Ethan and Dylan huddled over a phone, whispering. “Dude, it’s on Reddit already,” Ethan muttered. “#ClaytonCollapse. People are saying it’s some new flu. Or chemical leak.”

“Or zombies,” TJ Hall announced from two rows up, grinning wide enough to make the girls squeal. “Think about it. Friday Night Bites.”

“Not funny,” Aaliyah said sharply, clutching her backpack against her chest. “But, it is odd they moved the game to Thursday...”

Up near the driver, Jason Lin adjusted his glasses, annoyed. “The CDC will have a statement by lunch. Everyone needs to stop catastrophizing.”

Adrian slid into an empty row halfway back, dropping his backpack to the floor. Jake hesitated, then sat beside him. Across the aisle, Raheem kept his headphones in, eyes closed, but his jaw was tight.

Hannah Whitmore turned in her seat, braces flashing as she whispered, “Jake... is it true you ran out to help that player? My mom said the news showed you.”

Jake’s face warmed, but before he could answer, Adrian leaned back and drawled, “Of course he did. Boy scout to the end.” His tone was teasing, but the glance he gave Jake was softer, almost protective.

The bus lurched forward, chatter rising again. Outside, the town rolled past ,  quiet streets, churches with “PRAY FOR CLAYTON” on their signs already, and a handful of stores that hadn’t opened their doors.

Jake stared out the window, the voices around him blurring. He couldn’t shake the feeling that this was the last morning ride that would ever feel like school.

The bus hissed to a stop in front of Clayton High, brakes squealing as kids shuffled down the aisle. The chatter never really stopped, rumors chased them off the steps and into the crisp morning air.

Jake slung his backpack higher on his shoulder, falling into step beside Adrian. Patricia and Layla were ahead of them, moving fast, heads bent together as if safety could be found in sticking close. Ethan and Dylan trailed behind, still glued to a phone. Raheem lingered just long enough to scan the crowd for his twin, Katrina, though she wasn’t anywhere in sight.

The school doors groaned open, spilling them into fluorescent light and the familiar smell of floor wax and pencil shavings. Normally it would feel like routine, a return to order after a game night. Today, the halls buzzed with unease. Posters still celebrated “Homecoming Victory” with Cougar paw prints, but the whispers undercut the cheer.

“Did you hear they died?” someone whispered near the lockers.

“My mom said it’s in Raleigh too.”

“They’re saying not to drink from the water fountains.”

Jake tuned it out, keeping his head down until they reached Room 212, Coach Calloway’s homeroom.

Inside, the atmosphere was no calmer.

Savannah and her court, Tasha, Izzy, Mei-Lin, already occupied the prime seats near the front. Savannah’s smile was wide, but her eyes flicked to Jake the moment he stepped in, softening briefly before narrowing at Adrian trailing behind him.

Lucas Gabriel leaned against the wall, tossing a football idly in one hand, his grin too practiced to be real. Malik sprawled near the back, arms crossed, glaring at anyone who dared make eye contact. Scott’s seat was still empty, he’d probably drive in late, walking tall like his dad’s badge gave him armor.

Patricia slipped into a desk near the window, Layla beside her. Maddie Turner pulled out her sketchbook, already shading shadows into the margins of her page. Jason Lin flipped open a thick textbook, ignoring the chaos. Mariah Ellis typed furiously into her phone, whispering updates to TJ Hall, who tried (and failed) to turn them into jokes.

Adrian dropped into a desk toward the back, sprawling in it like he owned the space. Jake slid into the seat beside him before he could overthink it.

The last voice to fill the room came with a whistle.

“Seats,” Coach Brent Calloway barked, striding in with a Cougar polo stretched tight across his chest, clipboard in hand, smile already plastered on for the day. To anyone else, it looked like charm. To Jake, it was a knife-edge.

The room quieted, but the unease didn’t fade.

“Rough night,” Calloway said casually, setting the clipboard down. “But you all know Clayton, our town doesn’t fold easy. Whatever that mess was, it’ll get sorted. In the meantime, we’ve got school, we’ve got football, and we’ve got pride.”

His eyes swept the room, landing just long enough on Jake to make the boy’s stomach tighten.

“Now,” Calloway added, “let’s settle in. Bell’s about to ring.”

The hum of whispers resumed as students shuffled notebooks and phones.

Jake tried to breathe normally, but the air in Room 212 felt heavy, like the walls themselves knew the world outside was already changing.

The door swung open just as the first bell echoed through the halls.

Scott Michaelson stepped in, his sheriff’s-department hoodie hanging off one shoulder, his face pale and drawn. He clutched his backpack like it was weighing him down, eyes darting around the room until they found Jake.

He crossed quickly, sliding into the desk in front of Jake’s with none of his usual easy grin. He leaned back just enough to speak low, only for Jake and Adrian to hear.

“My dad never came home last night,” Scott muttered. His voice was tight, like he hadn’t slept. “Dispatch kept saying he was still on call, but no one’s heard from him since the game.”

Jake’s stomach dropped. “Scott...”

“That’s not all.” Scott swallowed hard. “The hospital’s on quarantine. Nobody in or out. Mom’s freaking out. They’re saying it’s full of people like, like that kid on the field.”

Jake opened his mouth, but the sound that came next wasn’t from him.

It was from Aaliyah Carter.

She sat two rows over, hunched over her desk, her curly buns trembling with the rest of her body. At first Jake thought she was crying, but then she lifted her head.

Her eyes, once warm brown, were now a searing, unnatural red. Veins stood out stark against her skin. Her lips trembled as a low, guttural sound crawled out of her throat.

“Ali?” Patricia whispered, half-rising from her seat.

Across the room, Andre Vega jerked, his chair skidding. His muscles seized, veins bulging against his neck as he clutched the desk. His eyes snapped open, red as coals. He wheezed, blood bubbling at the corner of his mouth.

The room exploded in noise. Chairs scraped, students shrieked.

“Sit down!” Coach Calloway barked, though his own voice cracked with the edge of fear.

Then the intercom blared, tinny but unmistakable:

“Attention. This is Principal Harris. Effective immediately, Clayton High is on lockdown. Students, remain in your classrooms. Teachers, secure your doors. This is not a drill.”

The words hit like a thunderclap.

Aaliyah’s body convulsed, her desk rattling under her grip. Andre gasped, then slammed to his knees, his hands clawing at the tile.

Jake’s chest locked tight. He’d seen this before. The game. The stands. Riley Green on the field.

But this time it wasn’t strangers.

This time it was his classmates.

The room was chaos ,  screams, chairs clattering, the thump of Andre’s knees slamming the tile. Aaliyah’s guttural rasp filled the air, low and wrong.

Terrence “TJ” Hall pushed himself onto his desk, arms wide, grin plastered on like armor.
“Relax, y’all,” he said, voice a little too high. “Maybe it’s just, uh, bad cafeteria food catching up to them early.”
Nobody laughed.

“Seriously, you ever seen Taco Tuesday leftovers? That’s some apocalypse-level stuff right there.”

“Shut up, TJ!” Izzy snapped, eyes wild.

Daniel “DJ” Harper rose from his seat, posture stiff, voice clipped like he was on parade. “We need order. Protocol says quarantine. Closet.” He pointed to the supply closet at the back of the room. “Lock them in until help comes.”

“That’s insane,” Patricia cried, clutching her clarinet case like it could protect her. “We can’t just shove them in a closet, they’re our classmates!”

“We’re supposed to watch them?” Malik barked, his voice cracking with genuine fear. “While they’re doing... that?” He jabbed a finger toward Andre, whose nails were peeling bloody crescents into the floor tile.

Jake’s phone buzzed. He glanced down, hands trembling.

Sky: “Jake. Don’t go near Dad. He got sick. He bit Mom. She changed too. I had to leave. I’m coming for you. Stay away from anyone sick. Please.”

His stomach turned to ice. He swallowed hard and stood. “We can’t leave them loose. My sister just...” He stopped, voice breaking. “My dad’s sick. He... he bit my mom. Now she’s sick too. She said don’t go near them. Don’t.”

The room went still for half a heartbeat, the horror of his words sinking in.

DJ nodded sharply. “You heard him. Closet. Now.”

Jake grabbed Andre under one arm, Oscar moving to help, while DJ and Raheem flanked Aaliyah, guiding her stumbling body backward. She hissed low, blood trickling from her nose, but they forced her upright.

“Easy, Ali,” Patricia begged, tears in her eyes.

TJ, still trying to keep the room from shattering completely, slid in beside Jake with a crooked grin. “Guess I’m the muscle today. Don’t worry, guys, I’ll charge extra for zombie-handling services.”

He hooked his arms under Andre’s shoulders, hauling him toward the closet as Jake yanked the door open.

For a second, it worked. The sick shuffled inside, moaning. DJ shoved them deeper, fumbling for the door handle.

Then Andre’s head snapped sideways with unnatural speed. His teeth sank into TJ’s neck.

The sound was wet, tearing.

TJ screamed ,  a high, ragged cry cut short as blood sprayed across the tile. He dropped, clutching at the wound as crimson pumped between his fingers. Andre’s mouth was smeared with it, eyes blazing red.

The room erupted in shrieks. Desks toppled. Students stampeded for the far wall.

“Close it! CLOSE IT!” DJ roared.

Jake slammed the closet door, shoving his shoulder against it as Andre and Aaliyah thrashed inside, pounding against the wood. He barely heard the lock click over the sound of TJ choking on his own blood.

Jake stared down at him, trembling, as life gushed out through his hands.

Homeroom 212 wasn’t just afraid anymore.

It was a battlefield.

TJ’s gurgling cut off with a shudder ,  then his body twitched, spasmed. His bloodied hands clawed against the tile, nails scraping, and he snapped upright with a guttural snarl.

“Holy shit,” Lucas whispered, stumbling back, his cocky mask shattered.

Malik reacted first. He barreled across the desks, tackling TJ to the ground. “Stay down, man! Stay down!” His fists pounded into TJ’s face, each blow landing harder, blood flying ,  but TJ didn’t even flinch.

With inhuman speed, TJ’s head shot forward. His teeth sank deep into Malik’s forearm, tearing flesh away in a spray of red. Malik’s roar of rage turned into a scream of pain.

“No!” Jake shouted, pushing through the panicked swarm.

TJ rolled, snarling, forcing Malik down and straddling his chest. His jaws clamped onto Malik’s shoulder, ripping away a chunk of meat. The sound was wet, tearing ,  Malik’s scream broke into sobs as TJ fed.

Adrian swore, grabbing the flagpole from the corner where it leaned against the wall. He snapped it against the floor with a crack, the wood splintering into a jagged spear.

“Get the hell off him!” he roared, driving it down through TJ’s skull.

The pole punched through bone with a sickening crunch. TJ convulsed once, then sagged, body going slack across Malik’s chest.

Adrian stumbled back, breathing hard, sweat shining on his brow. His relief lasted only a second.

Malik’s body arched unnaturally, blood bubbling from his mouth. His eyes snapped open red with blood. With a feral growl, he lunged upward and tackled Adrian, teeth snapping inches from his throat.

Adrian grunted, shoving him back, but Malik was stronger, his weight crushing down.

Jake’s instincts took over. He sprinted forward, boot connecting with Malik’s temple in a brutal kick. The impact knocked him sideways off Adrian, buying only a heartbeat.

Malik rolled, snarling, and his eyes locked onto Jake.

Then a gunshot cracked the air.

Malik jerked but kept crawling.

Another shot. This one punched into his chest. Still he kept coming, his guttural roar shaking the room.

Scott stood tall, face white, his dad’s pistol steady in his hands. “Stay down!” he shouted, voice shaking. He squeezed the trigger one last time.

The bullet tore through Malik’s skull. His body collapsed, motionless, blood pooling across the tile.

The silence that followed was shattered almost instantly.

BANG. BANG.

The classroom door rattled on its hinges, fists and bodies slamming against it from the hall. The pounding was relentless, joined by guttural howls and screeches.

Behind them, the closet door shook violently. Aaliyah and Andre slammed from inside, their fists pounding like hammers. The wood splintered.

Jake’s chest heaved, eyes darting from the hallway to the closet, to the gun in Scott’s trembling hand.

They weren’t safe in with classmates anymore.

The pounding grew louder, the metal frame of the door groaning as it buckled under the blows. Every slam rattled Jake’s bones. The closet splintered behind them, wood cracking with each strike.

“We don’t have time!” Jake shouted, chest heaving. His eyes shot upward ,  the grid of stained ceiling tiles.

“The tiles,” he breathed. “We go up.”

He scrambled onto a desk, shoving a chair aside. The room’s chaos blurred into the background as he shoved at one of the panels. It wobbled, shifted, then popped free with a cloud of dust. Cool air spilled down from the dark crawlspace above.

“There’s room,” Jake called. “Everyone up. Now!”

Oscar was at his side in a heartbeat, steadying the desk as Layla climbed. She pulled herself into the dark, boots scraping against the frame. Patricia followed, shaking, but Oscar lifted her with surprising ease. Jason Lin was next, muttering formulas under his breath like the numbers could keep him sane.

Students surged toward the desks, clambering, shoving, desperate to get off the ground. One by one, they disappeared into the ceiling, sliding the panels back into place.

Jake turned, sweat running into his eyes. He bent low, extending a hand to Maddie Turner, who trembled so hard she nearly slipped. He pulled her up, pushing her toward the gap.

A sudden weight pressed against him from behind ,  firm, deliberate.

“Good thinking, Carter,” Coach Calloway murmured, his hand sliding where it didn’t belong.

Jake flinched, his stomach twisting. For a second, the pounding, the snarls, the screams ,  all of it blurred, drowned by the sick heat crawling up his spine.

He ripped himself forward, teeth clenched, forcing air into his lungs. “Move!” he barked, harsher than he meant. Maddie scrambled higher, not looking back.

Oscar’s voice rang out from above. “Jake, come on!”

He shoved the desk closer to the gap, climbing fast, refusing to look down at Calloway. His hands caught the frame, muscles straining as he hauled himself into the crawlspace. Adrian was there, gripping his wrist and yanking him up the last few inches.

Below, the doorframe groaned again. A crack spider-webbed through the wood of the closet. Something screamed on the other side.

And in that heartbeat, Jake realized the classroom wasn’t going to hold.

Not for much longer.

The ceiling groaned under their weight as more bodies scrambled into the crawlspace. Patricia clutched her clarinet case to her chest like it was life itself. Jason whispered equations under his breath, his voice shaking. Raheem shoved Layla forward, not letting himself go until she was through.

“Come on, come on!” Jake urged, helping Mariah as she cried and clawed her way up. Adrian and Oscar pulled from above, Jake pushing from below, sweat slicking his palms.

The pounding at the door was thunder now. Metal screeched, hinges buckling. The closet splintered again, a hand bursting through the gap, red-veined and clawing.

The last student, Marcus Wright, the backup linebacker, heaved himself onto the desk. His big hands gripped the ledge, teeth gritted as he dragged his bulk into the gap. Jake shoved up on his leg, every muscle straining.

The door gave way.

With a sound like tearing steel, the frame ripped open. The hallway exploded inward, half a dozen figures pouring in, faces blood-smeared, eyes red. Their screeches rattled the windows.

At the same instant, the closet burst open, Aaliyah and Andre tumbling out, their bodies jerking unnaturally as they snapped toward the living.

“GO!” Jake shouted, shoving Marcus the last few inches. Adrian grabbed his arm, hauling him up as Jake scrambled through.

Below them, the classroom dissolved into carnage.

The infected shrieked and surged, claws swiping at empty air where students had been seconds before. But then, almost in unison, their heads snapped toward the hall. The sound of distant screams, another classroom breaking, pulled them away.

Like a tide, the monsters swept out of Room 212, their howls echoing through the corridor as they barreled toward fresh prey.

The room below was empty now, empty but for blood pooling across the tile, Malik and TJ’s ruined bodies, and the chaos they’d left behind.

Jake lay on his stomach in the crawlspace, chest heaving. His classmates huddled in the dark, eyes wide, breaths shallow. Dust rained down as more pounding began somewhere further down the hall.

The crawlspace pressed in on them, dust in their throats, knees aching against the beams. Every creak of the ceiling tiles felt like a drumbeat counting down the seconds.

Savannah’s whisper carried in the dark. “Jake...” Her green eyes flicked toward him, pale in the dim. “Nolan just texted. He’s safe. Coach Daniels took him and a few others into the boys’ locker room. Hill went to get an activity bus ready to evac them all.”

Jake exhaled, tension breaking just enough to give him hope. “Then that’s where we go.”

The words rippled through the group. A direction. A plan.

They shifted forward, one by one, crawling toward the gym wing. The pounding below followed them, distant and near, a chorus of fists and shrieks echoing through the school.

Then Raheem froze.

From below, muffled through the bathroom door, came a voice he knew better than his own. “HELP!”

Katrina.

Raheem’s heart thundered. He scrambled to the nearest tile and shoved it aside. “Kat!”

Jake hissed, “Raheem, wait!”

But Raheem was already leaning down. He saw her, hair wild, earrings flashing, slamming the women’s bathroom door shut with both hands. Her eyes caught his for a split second before a sound broke through behind her.

A crunch. A scream.

The tile under Raheem gave way. Mateo lunged to grab him, but the strain split the ceiling further, and in a heartbeat both boys plummeted. Norman Price and Isabella Morales, too close behind, tumbled after them.

They crashed into the hallway below. Isabella’s scream tore the air, sharp and raw. Her leg bent at an unnatural angle beneath her.

The horde turned at once. Dozens of bloody eyes locked on them, claws and teeth scraping tile as they surged.

“Go!” Norman barked, shoving Raheem toward his sister’s door. His usual haze was gone, replaced by grim clarity. “I’ll buy you time!”

“Norman, don’t...” Mateo gasped, pulling Isabella up by her shoulders as she sobbed.

Norman didn’t answer. He bolted straight into the tide, fists swinging, shoving bodies back with reckless force. For a moment, his lean frame vanished in the sea of snarls and blood.

“KAT!” Raheem roared.

The bathroom door cracked open, Katrina’s eyes blazing with terror. She saw Isabella limping, Mateo dragging her, her twin sprinting for dear life.

“This way!” she screamed, yanking the door wide.

Mateo hauled Isabella through, Raheem shoving her shoulder-first past the threshold. He turned back once, long enough to see Norman vanish beneath the horde.

The door slammed.

The women’s bathroom plunged into tense silence, broken only by Isabella’s ragged sobs and Raheem’s shaking breaths.

Above, in the crawlspace, Jake froze, hearing every word, every scream.

The Crawlspace Group

The dust stung Jake’s throat as the echoes of Norman’s sacrifice faded below. The crawlspace had gone dead quiet except for the shuffle of knees against beams and the shallow, panicked breathing of twenty teenagers pressed into a space built for wires, not people.

Savannah clutched her phone in one hand, trembling. “They fell,” she whispered. “Raheem, Mateo, Izzy, they’re down there with that slut.”

Patricia’s voice cracked, muffled behind her clarinet case. “We have to go back. We can’t just leave them.”

Adrian swore under his breath, bracing himself against a joist. “If we drop in now, we’re dead too. That’s not saving anyone.”

Maddie’s eyes glistened in the gloom. “Then what... what do we do? Just crawl away while they’re... while Norman’s...” Her words crumbled, and Layla reached to steady her shoulder.

Jake drew a breath that scraped like glass in his lungs. His chest still burned with the sight of Raheem’s scream, the sound of Norman’s defiance. He wanted to go back. Every part of him did. But he heard Sky’s text in his head, sharp as if she was there: Stay away from anyone sick. Please.

He forced his voice steady. “We keep moving. We get to the locker room. Daniels has Nolan and the others there, and Hill’s bringing a bus. That’s our way out.”

Jason Lin pushed his glasses up, his voice clipped but shaking. “Strategically... that’s correct. Larger group means better defense. Transportation equals survival. If we try to link up with Raheem now, we risk everyone.”

Patricia snapped her head toward him. “So we just abandon them?”

“No,” Jake said firmly. His blue eyes cut through the dark. “We don’t abandon anyone. We get to the locker room, we secure the bus, and then we come back for them. We’ll make a distraction, pull the horde away, give Raheem and the others a window to get out.”

Oscar nodded immediately. “He’s right. It’s the only way.” His hand brushed Jake’s shoulder, grounding him. “If we all drop in now, that bathroom door won’t hold.”

Savannah swallowed hard, voice brittle but resolute. “Then we move. For Nolan. For Raheem.”

Adrian gave Jake a long look, half challenge, half respect, then muttered, “Guess you’re still captain after all.”

Jake didn’t answer. He just shoved crawled deeper into the dark, every inch carrying them closer to the locker room.

The crawlspace stretched on forever, each shuffle of knees and elbows echoing in the silence. The pounding of the horde was behind them now, muted by distance, but none of them dared relax. The smell of dust and insulation burned their throats.

At last, Jake spotted the marker he’d been searching for ,  the faint line of fluorescent light seeping through a crooked ceiling tile. Beneath it, the muffled clang of lockers and voices. The boys’ locker room.

He slid his phone out with trembling hands, typing fast.

Jake: “We’re here. Outside the locker room. Open the door.”

The reply came almost instantly.

Nolan: “On it.”

Jake pushed the tile aside. One by one, the students dropped down, the impact of their shoes against the tiled hallway sharp and final. Savannah landed beside him, breathless but unbroken, her green eyes locked on the locker room door.

It cracked open just as the last of their group made it down. Nolan slipped through, his smaller frame nearly swallowed in his oversized hoodie. His face lit up the moment he saw Savannah.

“Sav!” He stumbled into her arms, burying his head against her shoulder. She hugged him so tightly it looked like she’d never let go again. “I thought, I thought you weren’t gonna make it.”

“Shh,” she whispered, her voice breaking despite herself. “I’m here. We’re both here.”

Jake caught his breath, glancing past them. Inside the locker room, he saw the faces of other survivors ,  freshmen huddled together, wide-eyed and pale. A couple of sophomore JV players, jerseys still streaked with sweat from last night’s game. The youngest of Clayton’s student body, clutching each other like the floor might give way.

Then Coach Daniels appeared. His polo was streaked with dust and sweat, but his jaw was set, his broad shoulders filling the frame of the doorway. Relief flickered across his weathered face as he scanned the group.

“Thank God,” Daniels said, voice low and rough. “Some of my boys made it.” His eyes lingered on Jake, Oscar, Scott and the others, battered, filthy, but still standing.

Jake straightened under his gaze, forcing his own exhaustion down. “We got here. But it’s bad, Coach. Real bad. There’s more stuck in the building. Raheem, Mateo, Izzy... Kat. They’re alive, but trapped.”

Daniels nodded once, the weight of it clear in his eyes. “Then we don’t leave without them.”

For the first time since the stadium lights went out, Jake felt a sliver of hope.

The Bathroom Group

The bathroom was dim, lit only by the weak strip of fluorescent light buzzing above the sinks. The smell of bleach and blood hung heavy in the air. Isabella whimpered softly against the far wall, clutching her ruined leg, Mateo pressing his hoodie tight around the break to keep her still. Raheem knelt close to the door, his ear pressed to the metal as the thud of bodies pounded just beyond.

Katrina’s voice broke the silence.

“I was on the activity bus,” she said suddenly, her words tumbling out. Her arms wrapped around herself, eyes fixed on nothing.  Her voice caught, shame flickering across her face. “I was in the back with... with this guy.”

Raheem’s head whipped around. “What guy?”

“Doesn’t matter,” she snapped, then swallowed, her bravado crumbling. “He started shaking. His nose was bleeding. At first I thought it was a nosebleed, then blood came pouring out of his mouth. He just, he just fell over, convulsing.”

Her hands trembled as she wrung them together. “Then he sat up, eyes red, and lunged at me. I bolted off the bus.”

She sucked in a ragged breath. “The school doors were already locked. Sirens in the distance. I panicked, I didn’t know where to go. That’s when I saw Coach Hill heading for the driver’s side. I thought he could save me.”

Her voice dropped, hoarse. “But the boy followed me. He threw himself at Hill, teeth snapping. Bit his arm.” She flinched at the memory. “Hill didn’t even scream. He just, he just slammed the kid against the bus and stomped on his head until it cracked open like a watermelon.”

Raheem stared at her in horror, his mouth dry.

“He looked at me after, blood all over his shoes. He was coughing already, spitting red into his hands. He knew.” Katrina’s lip quivered, but her eyes were fierce. “He shoved his keys at me. Said, ‘Get inside. Lock the doors.’ And then he pushed me toward the school.”

Her voice dropped to a whisper. “I didn’t even say thank you. I just ran.”

She looked down, tears hot against her cheeks. “They were chasing me. I barely got the door locked before they slammed against it. I thought, I thought I was going to die.”

Silence pressed against the tiles. Isabella sniffled. Mateo tightened his jaw. Raheem’s fists clenched, veins standing out on his forearms.

Finally, Katrina looked up, eyes wet but burning. “So don’t tell me we’re safe here. Don’t tell me someone’s coming to save us. Because they’re not.”

Outside the bathroom, the pounding grew louder.

The monsters knew they were inside.

Raheem pulled away from the door, his face slick with sweat. Every slam against the metal vibrated through his bones. He sat back on his heels, fists pressed to his forehead.

“We don’t have long,” he muttered. “Those doors... they’re not gonna hold forever. I’m trying to think.” His voice cracked. “Trying to figure out something.”

Katrina hugged her knees tighter, her sharp words from before gone, replaced with raw fear. Isabella whimpered, shifting as pain from her leg flared. Mateo’s hand stayed steady on her shoulder, though his jaw was locked tight.

Finally, he broke the silence. “Raheem’s right. If we stay here, we die. And if we try to run blind, we die faster.” He looked between them, his dark eyes fierce. “Speed and strength won’t be enough against all of them. Not this many. I can’t save us by my speed alone.”

Raheem’s fists unclenched, his eyes narrowing. “Then what?”

Mateo drew in a breath, his voice firm now. “We use their numbers against them. They follow sound. We make a distraction big enough to pull them away from this hall, then move while they’re chasing the noise.”

Katrina frowned. “What, like throwing a shoe down the corridor? That’s not gonna buy us more than a few seconds.”

Mateo shook his head. “Bigger. Something they can’t ignore. Something that’ll keep them busy long enough for us to move Isabella.” His eyes flicked to the ceiling vent, then to the row of sinks, to the cracked fluorescent light buzzing overhead. “If we can break through the wall to the janitor’s closet next door, there’s cleaning supplies, chemicals, stuff that can burn, make smoke. We could trigger the fire alarm, maybe even start a small blaze. The sound and smell would drag them away.”

Raheem’s brows furrowed, torn between terror and resolve. “That’s risky as hell.”

“Yeah,” Mateo said simply. “But so is sitting here until they break through. At least this way, we’ve got a shot.”

For a moment, nobody spoke. Only the pounding. Only the guttural, hungry screams.

Then Raheem nodded. “Alright. We’ll do it. Just tell us what you need.”

Mateo’s gaze swept the room, weighing every cracked tile, every sink pipe, every scrap they could use. His voice was calm, certain in a way that steadied even Katrina’s shaking hands.

“Good,” he said. “Because if we pull this off, it won’t just save us. It’ll buy time for everyone else, too.”

Mateo scanned the bathroom again, his mind already stripping the place down into tools and options. His eyes landed on the stalls.

“Help me,” he said sharply.

Raheem blinked. “With what?”

“The door.”

Together they gripped one of the stall doors, wrenching at the loose hinges until metal groaned. With a final yank, the bolts gave way and the heavy slab came free. Mateo hefted it onto his shoulder, testing the weight like it was a shield.

Then he turned to Katrina.

“Your pepper spray,” he said.

She hesitated, biting her lip. “How did you...”

“You bragged about carrying it since sophomore year.” His gaze didn’t waver. “Give it.”

Her hands shook as she dug through her bag, pulling out the small pink canister. He snatched it and slid it into his grip alongside the makeshift shield.

Mateo’s voice dropped, calm but firm. “On my cue, open the door. Just wide enough.”

Raheem’s stomach tightened. “Mateo, wait...”

But Mateo was already braced, legs bent, the stall door balanced against his shoulder like a battering ram. His dark eyes burned with steady resolve.

“Now.”

Raheem flung the bathroom door open.

The hallway beyond erupted with snarls. Bodies slammed forward immediately, arms clawing through the gap.

Mateo charged.

He rammed the stall door into the first wave, the impact sending two infected sprawling back. With his free hand he snapped the pepper spray up and fired, a mist of burning chemicals blasting into the eyes of the nearest attackers. They screeched, blinded, thrashing wildly as they clawed at their faces.

“MOVE!” Mateo roared.

He barreled through, shoving bodies aside, the stall door crashing against bone and flesh. The hallway filled with chaos, infected stumbling and swinging blindly. For a heartbeat, there was a path.

And Mateo ran.

His sneakers slapped the tile as he sprinted, every breath burning, the principal’s office door at the far end of the hall glowing like a beacon.

Behind him, the bathroom door slammed shut again, Raheem dragging Katrina and Isabella back as the infected spun in confusion.

Mateo didn’t look back.

He couldn’t.

Every ounce of his strength was aimed forward, toward the office, and whatever salvation, or damnation, waited inside.

Mateo slammed the door shut behind him, chest heaving. The principal’s office was dark and empty, papers scattered across the floor as though dropped mid-run. The smell of stale coffee and fear clung to the air.

He scanned the room ,  no bodies, no survivors. Just silence. The realization hit sharp: the administration hadn’t stayed. They had fled the second things turned, or worse, hadn’t made it off the grounds at all.

“Cowards,” Mateo muttered, though the bitterness in his voice couldn’t hide the dread curling in his gut.

His eyes fell on the intercom console.

He crossed the office quickly, slamming the button down and forcing his voice steady despite the tremor of adrenaline.

“This is Mateo Reyes. If you can hear me, listen. All students, anyone still alive ,  get to the football field. That’s the rendezvous. Football field.”

His words echoed through every speaker in the school, bouncing down halls and classrooms. For one moment, silence pressed back. Then the howls of the infected answered, pounding against doors, racing toward the sound.

Mateo didn’t flinch. He set his jaw, flipped the intercom feed to the PA system, and scrolled through the old desktop until he found it ,  a playlist of morning announcements music. With a sharp click, the speakers exploded to life with blaring guitar riffs and pounding drums.

He yanked the fire alarm on his way past, the shriek of the bell joining the cacophony. Lights strobed red across the halls, twisting the chaos into a storm of noise and color.

The infected staggered, some clutching their ears, others howling as they spun in circles, disoriented. It worked ,  mostly. But the sound carried farther, bleeding through broken windows and across the lot.

And with it came more. From the parking lot. From the roads. From the tree line at the edges of town. Shapes began to shamble toward the school, drawn to the new symphony of chaos.

Mateo froze, sucking in a breath. The plan worked ,  too well.

Then his hand touched his pocket. The keys.

His gut twisted. He didn’t have them. Katrina still did.

“Damn it.” He pressed a hand to his forehead, forcing his mind to sharpen. He couldn’t get the bus without the keys. Couldn’t evac anyone.

But he could buy them time.

Mateo crossed the room, shoved the office window open, and climbed out into the cool air. He dropped to the ground hard, knees jolting, then pushed himself up. Ahead, Cougar Field loomed, the stadium lights still faintly buzzing from last night’s game.

He sprinted across the grass, vaulted the first gate, and ran the length of the field. His lungs burned, every stride echoing with the pounding in his ears. He reached the main gate and yanked it shut, wrapping the chains tight and locking them down. The clang echoed like a war drum.

For the first time since the bus, he stopped. He stood in the center of the field, hands on his knees, staring at the empty bleachers.

It wasn’t safe yet.

But it would be.

When the others came, this place would hold. It had to.

Mateo wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and forced himself upright. He glanced back at the school ,  a
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