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CHAPTER 1



Dusk settled over the neighborhood. The humid air was thick as pulp.

Zack Clarke turned onto Locust Lane after a slow walk home, expecting the usual Friday night action on his block: the Zimmer twins grinding out tricks on their skateboards across the parkway; Mrs. Mansfield coming home from the video store with bags of fast food and DVDs for her lazy children; or Old Man Stratton prowling the sidewalks, a disintegrating paperback clutched in his veiny hand. But on this muggy Arizona evening, there wasn’t a soul to be seen.

Hunched down under the weight of his backpack, Zack quickened his pace, eager to get home. Earlier in the day, a food fight had landed him in after-school work detention, polishing his middle school’s linoleum floors. Now all Zack wanted was the one leftover slice of chocolate birthday cake waiting in the refrigerator, wrapped in plastic and tagged with a Post-it: ZACK’S B-DAY CAKE, DO NOT TOUCH!

Zack could see his house now, his mom’s Volvo station wagon sitting in the driveway. Every light in the house was off—all except the one in his sister’s bedroom above the garage. He watched from the sidewalk as Zoe’s room went dark, leaving the house looking empty and deserted.
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But Zack knew that his older sister, Zoe, and her evil trio of eighth-grade she-devils—Madison Miller, Ryan York, and Samantha Donovan—were having one of their notorious sleepovers at his house. So until Mom and Dad returned from parent-teacher night at his school, it would just be him. And them.

As he reached the stoop, a street lamp flickered and went dead, casting the entire lawn in shadow. He pushed the front door open slowly. “Hello!” he called out into the darkness. “Zoe?”

Suddenly, the door slammed shut, and he felt a paper bag crinkle down over his head. A voice shouted, “Gotcha!”

In an instant, four pairs of hands grabbed Zack by his elbows and ankles, hoisted him off the ground, and began to carry him through the foyer. Caught in their monster-tight grip, Zack squirmed uselessly, unable to twist free.

His captors plopped him down hard on an old wooden desk chair, the bag still over his head. Someone was holding his wrists behind the chair, bending his arms back as if he were a handcuffed prisoner. He writhed and kicked, trying to buck loose. Frustrated and exhausted, Zack went limp, playing possum for a second, before thrashing wildly in one final burst of energy.

That’s when he heard a digital beep, and someone lifted the bag off his head. His sister, Zoe, stood before him. Directly behind her, their father’s laptop sat open on the coffee table, and Zack could see himself on the computer screen.

“Zoe, what are you doing? You know Dad doesn’t let us play with the webcam.”

“I’m not playing, little brother,” she said, flipping her dark hair back and cocking her head all too glamorously, like America’s Next Top Psycho preparing for her closeup. “I’m producing a new reality show for VH1. It’s called Hostage Makeover. You want to be in it?” A sinister grin stretched across her face.

“I’d rather die in my own vomit,” Zack answered.


“Tough luck, kiddo,” Zoe snickered. “Look alive, girls!”

Samantha and Ryan entered the living room and shimmied behind Zack. Ryan held a giant roll of duct tape in one hand, and when Zack turned around, she tucked it behind her back. “No peeking, young Zachariah!” she chided, patting him on the head.

“Okay, Zacky, you hold still!” Zoe gestured to her two minions. A second later, Ryan and Samantha were circling Zack, taping his upper arms and shoulders firmly to the back of the chair, quickly moving on to his legs until they were sure he couldn’t escape. The mysterious pair of hands behind him finally unclasped his wrists. Zack felt the blood rush, throbbing in his fingertips.
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Again, he tried to wriggle free, but the tape was too strong.

Zoe adjusted the webcam to capture her brother’s struggle. Then she crouched down in front of the computer and spoke: “Welcome to the premiere of Hostage Makeover. I am your host, Zoe Clarke. You’ve already met our captive, my unfortunate-looking younger brother, Zachary Arbutus Clarke.” She stepped away from the laptop. “Tell us how you’re feeling, Hostage Boy.”

“Zoe, seriously, lay off.” Zack said.

“Zoe, seriously, lay off,” a voice mimicked him.

Madison Miller emerged from behind the chair, holding a polka-dotted makeup case. Madison was the prettiest girl in school, with long, almost blond, light brown hair, and just a few faint freckles dotting her button nose. She was also one of the tallest girls in the eighth grade, and she towered over Zack, gazing down at him with her big blue eyes.


“Shut up, Madison. No one’s talking to you.”

“Shut up, Madison. No one’s talking to you,” Madison continued in her baby voice.

“Stop copying me,” Zack insisted.

“Stop copying me.” Madison wouldn’t quit.

“I’m an idiot,” Zack said, trying to outsmart her.

“Yes, Zachary, I’m afraid you are.”

Game over.

Madison opened up the makeup case and pulled out what looked like colored pencils. Then she took a sip of her favorite drink, kiwi-strawberry Vital VeganPowerPunch.
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“You know, Madison,” Zack said. “I heard something, that if you drink too much of that stuff it can, like, mess with your whole biological makeup.”

“Did someone say ‘makeup’?” Zoe chirped.

With that, Madison pulled out a frightening array of cosmetics and placed them on the coffee table. Zack had no idea what all this stuff was used for, other than cluttering up Zoe’s bathroom.

“Listen up, little bro.” Zoe formed a little rectangle with her index fingers and thumbs and peered through it like some kind of Hollywood director. “If you play nice, we’re gonna make you look really, really pretty. But if you disturb me while I’m filming, we will make you look silly, then I will lock you in your room, put this video on YouTube, and email the link to everyone at school. Now be a good hostage.”

“Zoe, let me go or I’ll tell Mom and Dad that you’ve been sneaking out of the house at night,” Zack blurted in desperation.

“Oh, dear brother,” Zoe sneered. “Good hostages don’t make threats.”

She hit the space bar and yelled, “Action!”







CHAPTER 2



Zack should have been a better hostage.

He stared at his reflection in the bedroom window. Zoe had kept her promise. The girls had made him look quite silly indeed, and now Zack was a prisoner in his own home.

Madison had smeared his mouth with bright red-orange lipstick, while Samantha had caked his eyelids with silvery blue powder. Ryan sopped his hair from behind with gobs of mega-hold super-gel, styling seven spikes around his head like the Statue of Liberty. He looked like a deranged circus clown. Zoe has to pay for this, he thought. But before he could get any sort of revenge, Zack had to escape his locked bedroom and wash this horror show off his face.
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And after all he’d been through today, he wanted that cake now more than ever.
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Zack kneeled in front of the window and stared out over the neighborhood. Without his laptop or his cell phone—both of which Zoe had confiscated before locking him inside—it was the only way he could think of to pass the time. He found some comfort in watching without being seen, observing things from a distance.
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There was a word for this feeling, but he couldn’t come up with it. He just gazed down onto the deserted Friday night street, waiting for something to happen, desperately hoping for anyone, anything upon which to spy. But Locust Lane was dead still. Nobody around.

[image: image]

Zack wandered across the room to check on his much-neglected ant farm. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d actually fed them—weeks ago, maybe months. Most of the ants had starved, and the ones still struggling to survive fought vigorously over the shiny black carcasses, ripping off legs from thoraxes. Zack thought about feeding them now, but he couldn’t even remember where he’d put their pellets. Probably in the back of the closet, he figured, along with everything else.
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And then it struck him.

He threw open the closet door and crawled past piles of comic books and shoe boxes packed full of old DragonBall Z cards, way too embarrassing to play with, but way too good to throw out. A tiny dog bark sounded through the back wall of the closet. It was Twinkles, Madison’s new puppy. Twinkles had had an accident on the carpet, and Zoe had banished the little dog to her bedroom. Just like Zack was to his.
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Zack reached deep into the closet, his hand landing on the case of Poland Spring water that his over-prepared mom had stashed back there for reasons unknown. Stuffed between the water and a yellow Wiffle ball bat was a rolled-up rope ladder: the key element in his dad’s emergency fire-escape strategy. If being held prisoner and left to starve wasn’t an emergency, then Zack didn’t know what was. So he pried out a few waters from the pack and snagged the rope ladder, crawling backward into the bedroom.
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Zack dumped a bottle of water over his head and scrubbed the makeup off with the slightly ripe-smelling towel balled up on the floor. Sitting on the bed now, he noticed the cordless phone sticking out from beneath his rumpled Transformers bedspread.

He grabbed the phone from under the covers and dialed. Three long rings and his best friend answered.

“Rice residence. Rice speaking.”

“Yo, dude, it’s me,” Zack said.

“What’s the word, nerd?”

“How’s the plague?” Zack shuddered, thinking about the pink crispy scabs caked in dried amber pus all over Rice’s body. He’d been out of school all week with chicken pox.

“Itchy, man,” Rice replied. “Real itchy.”

“Well, at least Zoe didn’t tie you up and give you a makeover.”

“Dude, I saw it on YouTube! You’re, like, famous. Your voice sounds kind of whiny on video, though….”

“I know you’re not supposed to hate your own family,” Zack said, staring out the window. “But I have a hard time believing we have the same blood pumping through our veins.”

“Yeah, man, Zoe’s ruthless,” Rice agreed. “Hey, which friends does she have over?”

“Madison Miller, Samantha Donovan, Ryan York,” Zack rattled off the hit list.

“Duuuude,” Rice groaned into the phone. “You have no idea how lucky you are. I want your life for just one slumber party.”

“Rice, they’d eat you alive,” Zack said.

“I bet they’re playing Twister right now, huh?” Rice sighed. “I’d give up chocolate to see those girls playing Twister.”

“Dude! That’s my sister!”

“Chill, Zack, I was just messin’ around. I didn’t mean Zoe, man. Madison’s pretty cute, though. Not that your sis isn’t cute, I mean, dude, come on…you know.”

“I’m hanging up now!” Zack placed the phone on the desktop, opened the window, and hooked the top of the ladder to the windowsill. As he threw the bundle of tangled rope over the ledge, he heard footsteps on the sidewalk below. The figure came into view: just Old Man Stratton out for his nightly stroll. He seemed slower than usual, walking with a miserable limp. The old codger grumbled angrily to himself and disappeared into the shadows between two streetlamps.

Zack began his slow, shaky descent down the ladder, and the phone blared. He reached back through the window, clinging to the ladder with his free hand.

“Rice?” Zack answered. “I can’t really talk right now.”

“Dude, are you watching this?”

“No, actually, I’m climbing out my window.”
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“Don’t do that, man! There’s zombies, like, all over the place….

Hold on, hold on. They’re saying how to kill them.”

“Sorry, Rice,” Zack said. “Gotta go.” He hung up the phone and placed it flat on the windowsill. He had no time for his friend’s stupid jokes.

Halfway to the ground, Zack heard something coming from the bushes below: a violent rustling, followed by a loud animal squeal. He held his breath. Silence.

There was another noise, similar, but not as loud as the first, as two jackrabbits tore out from the bush and darted across the lawn. He exhaled. Just a couple of dumb bunnies.

Zack’s feet hit the mulch around the front hedges. He left the rope ladder dangling and hurried around the house, each step putting him closer to his last piece of birthday cake.

The patio door off the kitchen slid open, and Zack let out a deep sigh of relief. He closed the sliding glass panel and flipped the latch to lock it in place. When he turned around, facing into the kitchen, his mouth dropped open in shock.
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CHAPTER 3



In the Clarke family kitchen, Madison Miller was sitting in Zack’s spot, at Zack’s table, her eyes closed, savoring the first bite of Zack’s last piece of cake.

“Yuuuummm,” she exhaled in an elongated whisper.

“What are you doing?” Zack broke the silence. “That’s my triple-fudge, double-cream chocolate Oreo cake!”

“Don’t you mean triple-fudge, double-soy-cream chocolate Oreo cake?” Madison chewed the gooey morsel slowly, taunting him from across the room.

“You know that cake’s not vegan, Madison,” he informed her, reveling in this wonderful twist.

Madison and Zoe had formed a vegetarian pact last summer, which had then blossomed into a strict vegan diet. Poor Zack had been subjected to a freezer full of Rice Dream ice cream ever since.

“Right now, you’re eating baby chickens and buttery cow’s milk!” he continued with a mischievous smirk.

“Eeeeeewwww!” Madison let out a glass-shattering demon screech and spewed the half-chewed chocolate all over the kitchen wall. She raced over to the sink and turned on the water.
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“Rinse it out real good,” he teased.

But instead of putting her mouth to the faucet, Madison picked up what was left of Zack’s delicious cake, lifted it above her head, and slammed it down the drain. She hit the ON switch to the garbage disposal. The motor under the sink roared, and the cake spun violently into a watery chocolate sludge.

Madison turned to him. “Zoe said your mom only bakes ‘animal-friendly’ cakes now!” She quoted with her fingers and lowered her voice. “I’m gonna kill her.”

“Well, normally she does, Madison,” Zack explained. “But you see, that was my birthday cake….” He made his way to the center of the kitchen now, rubbing his palms together slyly as he went on. “And on my birthday, we don’t eat vegan. We eat regular.”

Madison’s brow furrowed with rage. “Oh, I’m sorry, was that your cake, Zack? Your stupid, disgusting cake?”

She leaned over the sink and sputtered out the remaining flecks of chocolate from the roof of her mouth. Then, reaching into her purse, she pulled out a new kiwi-strawberry VitalVeganPowerPunch and chugged back half the bottle.

“I guess it’s not your fault you can’t read, but it was clearly labeled with my name. See?” he said holding up the plastic-wrapped note.

Madison sat down again and sipped her drink. “How’d you get out anyway, loser? And where’s all your makeup? I put a lot of effort into your new look.”

“I found a rope ladder. I washed my face. And I hate your guts,” Zack answered.

Madison’s ringtone burst into a Gym Class Heroes hook: “Take a look at my girlfriend, girlfriend….” She took a look at herself in the cell phone, pressed TALK, and shouted into the receiver, “Greg, I told you not to call me until you’re finished acting like an infant! There’s no such thing as zombies.” She hung up.

Zack froze. “Zombies?”

“What’s the matter, Zack? Are you afraid of the boogeyman?” she taunted him, a spooky tremble in her voice.

“Who was it?” Zack demanded.

“Greg Bansal-Jones,” Madison replied. “If you must know.”

Oh, that Greg, Zack thought. He hated that Greg.

Suddenly, a tremendous crash shook the whole inside of the house, and they both spun toward the kitchen doorway.

“What the heck was that?” Madison shouted.

A scalp-tingling triple scream rang out from the living room. But the wild Zomanthyan shriek was cut short, replaced by an uncertain silence.

“Zoe!” Madison called.

Slow footsteps boomed across the first floor. They grew louder, shuffling closer. “Do you think it’s a zombie?” Zack wondered out loud, realizing just how stupid the question sounded.

“Okay, dill weed, new rule,” Madison ordered. “The next person who says the word zombie gets smacked upside the head, get it?”

There was another loud crash, and they could hear a faint tortured moan that rose in volume with the footsteps.

“Where’s Zoe?” Zack asked, his voice quivering.

Madison pushed past Zack and listened through the doorway. “Zoe?” She paused. “Ryan?…Samantha? You guys okay?” Nobody answered. “Zoe? This isn’t funny. What’s going on?”

A third crash interrupted the long creepy silence, followed by the low, deep-throated groan, rumbling with each unearthly gasp. They stood silently as the staggering, uneven footsteps grew louder. Zack inched closer to Madison.

“Zack, what do we do? He’s coming this way!”

Suddenly, the phone blared. Brrrrrrring!

Startled, Zack leaped on to Madison and clung to her soft zip-up cardigan.

“Eww, dude! Not so close!” She shoved him to the floor. He scrambled to his feet and ran to the kitchen table. Brrrrrrring!
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“Quick, Madison! Hide!” Zack lifted up the tablecloth. Madison rolled her eyes and trotted after him. She grabbed her purse from the seat and crawled underneath the table. Zack crouched down, settling next to her in a nervous clump.

“Careful—I don’t want to get nerd all over me,” Madison whispered.

“Shut up, Madison.” Zack jabbed her in the ribs with his elbow. She elbowed him back three times as hard. He mouthed the word ouch and pressed his finger to his lips for her to shush.

Brrrrrrring!

The limping shuffle grew even closer, the guttural moaning now in surround sound. The growling prowler stomped into the kitchen and stopped. The phone went silent. The intruder took heavy breaths punctuated with an abbreviated snarl.

“He sounds gross,” Madison observed at full volume.

“What do we do?” Zack mouthed the words, hoping she’d catch on. “What about Zoe?”

“I don’t know,” she said, a little worry in her voice.

The footsteps headed straight for the table. Madison and Zack both gulped air and held it in, exhaling silently through their nostrils. Petrified, Zack peeked under the bottom of the tablecloth, which hung only a few inches from the floor.

A pair of tattered, muck-stained sneakers and khaki pants frayed at the cuff appeared in front of his face. The legs wobbled. The sneaker soles squished and squirted as he shifted his stance, reeking like week-old cold cuts.

Madison pulled her shirt collar over her mouth. Zack’s stomach churned, and he did the same. Something flapped, dropping on the linoleum with a soggy thud. Zack gasped. It was a paperback book covered in a thick dark sludge.
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Old Man Stratton grunted and started wheezing in and out. He groaned and let out an awful wet cough that splatter-painted the kitchen floor with bloody red specks and gray-tinted globs of mucus. Zack shut his eyes.

Brrring! Brrring! The phone started up again.

The old man grunted once more and limped in the direction of the telephone. He grabbed the handset and ripped the cord right out of the wall, thrashing wildly. He heaved the receiver across the room, and then, whirling around, he battered into the fridge and tore the freezer door clean off. Soy ice cream thunked to the kitchen floor. A gust of cold steam obscured the man from the neck up. He reeled around, half-hunched and wild-eyed, his face deformed with massive swollen knots of flesh.

The crazy old man staggered out of the kitchen and plodded into the hallway, his footsteps fading.

“I think he’s leaving,” Zack whispered, his heart pounding.

Madison grabbed Zack by the arm and dragged him out from under the table. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”

“Wait,” Zack said. “We’ve got to get Zoe.”

“She’s probably hiding somewhere. Or they got away already. Now come on!”

She pointed to the sliding glass doors, and they raced across the kitchen. Zack fumbled with the lock.

“Come on, hurry up!” Madison urged, chugging the last of her VitalVegan.

Just as he was about to slide the door open, a pale gray fist pounded against the glass, cracking it into the shape of a spiderweb. Clutched in the hand was a limp, lifeless rabbit. Madison covered her mouth, heaving a little, her eyes bugging out.

A swift wind carried a dark cloud across the moon, and the bunny squasher’s silhouette came into full view. His bloody, mangled arm glistened bright red. His torn black Burton T-shirt revealed a massive chest wound, ripe with rot, and his Etnies were destroyed. The zombie teen gripped a skateboard with his other decaying hand.

“It’s Danny! One of the Zimmers!” Zack exclaimed in a shocked whisper, gazing directly into his neighbor’s cold, vacant eyes. Pale, sagging skin drooped from the twin’s face. His jaw jutted out a bit, and his upper lip was raised, revealing his yellow incisors. Zack and Madison watched through the shattered glass as the Zimmer raised the dead bunny to his open mouth and bit into its middle, spouting blood up onto his wretched face.

“Zack, I don’t know what a Zimmer is,” Madison proclaimed, dumbstruck, eyes bulging, “but I think I know a zombie when I see one.”
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Zack paused for a second, cocked back his hand, and smacked the side of Madison’s head. She glared down at him; her eyes flashed fire. Zack just shrugged.

“It was your rule,” he said.

They turned around just in time to see the Zimmer twin, now a zombie twin, lifting his skateboard to smash through the door.

“Okay, no more games, Zack! Run!”

Madison and Zack whipped around and sprinted out of the kitchen and up the stairs, the crash of shattered glass echoing in their wake.
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CHAPTER 4



Madison slammed the bedroom door behind them. Zack’s forearms tightened with goose-flesh as a chilly breeze whisked through the open window. The rope ladder hung ominously off the window ledge, its rungs smacking against the side of the house. Clack. Clack. Clack.

Zack looked outside at the horrifying sight below: The neighborhood was alive with the undead. Zombie Samantha and zombie Ryan were ripping out clumps of each other’s hair, and whole chunks of flesh had been chomped right off their necks and shoulders. Mrs. Mansfield, Old Man Stratton, the other Zimmer twin, and all the neighbors were hideously deformed, every one of them hacking up blood, gutter-logged with zombie goop, flesh bubbles bulging and then bursting. They were everywhere, covering the lawn, the sidewalk, the street, staggering aimlessly, wailing deep subhuman moans.

“Madison, get over here,” Zack called.

“How do you lock this door from the inside?” she asked, jiggling the doorknob.

“You can’t. Just come look at this.” Zack’s eyes were glued to the scene below.

Madison fished out another VitalVegan from her handbag and sidled up next to Zack. She took a casual sip, then looked out at the shambling swarm of bloodthirsty fiends. The zombies tottered randomly in every direction. Their arms were outstretched, disjointed limbs dangling out of their sockets, some slashed to shreds with bloody gashes.

Madison let out a choked yelp, dropping the plastic bottle out the window. It seemed to pause in midair before the plastic clinked noisily off the wooden slats of the ladder.

The zombies turned in unison, craning their necks toward the house.
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Madison sucked in air, preparing to let out a full-fledged scream. But Zack cupped his hand over her mouth, and instead, she just sputtered into his palm. He shot her a sideways glance and wiped his hand on the side of his pants. Gross.

And then she screamed anyway.

The festering mob’s dead milky eyes stared up at Zack and Madison. The zombies limped toward the house, converging in a slow, synchronized attack.

“Great job, Madison,” Zack said sarcastically. “Just what we needed.”

“Whatever, loser—” she started to say, before the phone rang again. Zack grabbed it off the windowsill and answered.

“Let me call you back, Rice,” he said in a hurried whisper.

“Zack, I swear…if you hang up on me, you can find a new best friend,” Rice threatened.

“I’m kind of in the middle of something right now.”

“Yeah, Zack, you and everyone else. Your neighborhood’s infested, man. The news is calling it a hot zone. I thought the zombies got you for sure.”

Back at the window, Madison let out another hair-raising shriek. Zack wheeled around to look at her.

“What the heck was that?” Rice asked.

“Rice, sorry, just hold on a second. I’m not hanging up, just…” Zack’s mouth fell open, his eyes widening as Madison unhooked the rope ladder from the windowsill and tossed it over the ledge.
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“What’d you do that for?” he asked, the phone pressed to his shoulder.

“One of them started to climb up!” she told him.

“Well, how do you expect us to get down now?”

“Did you really expect me to climb down into that…that…zombieville?” Madison crossed her arms and shook her head “Uh-uh, no way!”

But before Zack could respond, the cracking hinges of the front door downstairs shot a tremor that rippled up through the wall and rattled the windowpanes.

“Rice, we’re in real trouble, man. What do you know about zombies?”

“Okay, Zack, first and foremost, don’t get killed by the zombies. If you die, I don’t really have any other pals to replace you with. So your primary objective is to stay alive and remain my best friend,” he finished.

“Thanks, Rice, but seriously…” Zack pleaded.

“I am serious. So…just be good and don’t die. Now, who else is with you?”

“Just me and Madison.”

“Oh, man, you’re in deep trouble,” Rice said. “Have either of you been bitten? Because if you get bitten, you die and, like, your body is reanimated, but your skin starts to rot and your eyeballs fall out and sometimes you have to pick them up and put them back in your face. Oh, dude, it’s so nasty—”

“Not bitten, Rice,” Zack interrupted. “We just ran upstairs into my bedroom.”
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“You have Madison Miller in your bedroom?”

“Rice!”

“Okay, okay, just let me think for a minute.” He paused. “What’s she wearing?”

“Rice, c’mon, man!”

“Well?” Madison pursed her lips, losing patience.

“He’s thinking.” Zack shrugged.

“Give me the phone,” she demanded, grabbing it off his ear. She hit the speaker button and handed it back to Zack.

“Excuse me, who am I speaking with?” Madison asked in a stern voice, pacing back and forth.

“Uh…this is Rice,” he mumbled sheepishly.

“Well, Rice, you better tell us everything you know about these things right now, or I’m gonna turn myself into a zombie, come hunt you down, and rip your guts out, understand?”

“You can’t turn yourself into a zombie, Madison,” Rice said in a know-it-all tone. “Only a zombie can turn you into a zombie.”

“Just lose the ’tude and tell us everything.”

“Okay,” Rice began, sounding a little nervous. “The first thing you have to realize about zombies is that they’re just dead people who walk around and try to bite you.”

Zack peered down at the carnage below. Zombies lurched across the lawn, heading toward the house. Some of them trampled through the bushes, smashing through the first-floor windows. The rest converged on the stoop, storming ravenously through the doorway. Black blood oozed out of their diseased bodies, dripping on the grass and the cobblestone walkway. Zack could hear them ransacking the first floor.

“Dude, are you listening? If they bite you, you’ll get infected and become a zombie. This is what the zombies want most. That is, if they don’t devour you entirely. Luckily, though, zombies are pretty slow, so it’s easy to outrun them, but…”

Zack swiveled his head around the room, looking for something with which to defend himself. “Okay, what else, man?

 

Tell us everything!” He placed the phone down flat on the carpet.

“Now listen up, guys.” Rice was getting serious. “You said you were up stairs in the bedroom? You have to get out of there. If you let the zombies box you into a corner like that, you’re both goners.”
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Zack reached under his bed and pulled out a toy gun. Across the room, Madison sat on the swivel chair, looking at her reflection in a compact mirror.

“We’re being attacked by walking corpses who want to eat us, and you’re worried about how you look?”

Madison pursed her lips. “If I’m gonna get killed by these zombie freaks, I’m gonna go out in style.” After applying lipstick, she offered some to Zack. “Wanna touch-up?”

He aimed the gun at Madison and pulled the trigger. It flashed a red laser light, bleeping a futuristic melody. Madison stuck her tongue out.

Suddenly, the unlocked door boomed and rattled. Someone-slash-thing was in the hallway, trying to pound its way into the bedroom. Madison stood up and pressed against the door with both hands, stiff-armed.

“What’s going on over there?” Rice’s voice sounded from the phone on the floor.

“Wuh-huh-huh…Rice, wh-what do I do?” Zack stuttered.

“Okay, pay attention. The only way to kill a zombie is to completely destroy its brain or chop its head off.”

Zack rushed to the closet, rifling through boxes, pulling down coat hangers. Nothing. He scurried deeper past his old DragonBall Z cards, kicking them out of Madison’s sight line. There was nothing except the thin yellow Wiffle ball bat propped in the corner.

He backed up on his hands and knees, holding the flimsy plastic club. Madison exploded with laughter.

“What? What’s he doing?” Rice spoke up.

“He’s got one of those plastic baseball bats,” Madison scoffed. “The thing weighs like two ounces.”

“Zack, get a grip,” Rice scolded. “You’re killing zombies, man! This is serious business. You need serious weapons.”

Zack ran to his desk and started opening drawers frantically. He found a Swiss Army knife he never used and shoved it in his pocket. Then he pulled out a hammer he had forgotten to put back in his dad’s toolbox and raced back to Madison.

She was bracing the door as the zombie banged relentlessly on the other side. Madison laughed abruptly, snorting through her nose.
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“What’s so funny?” Zack asked.

“The door’s not even locked. Zombies are really stupid, huh?” Madison giggled, when suddenly the wood splintered with a menacing snap. She flinched.

“I wouldn’t laugh at zombies, Madison,” Rice said. “Try reading the Wikipedia entry and see if you ever sleep again.”

One more thump and the wood gave way completely. The zombie’s gunky onion-yellow hand shot through the door, one inch from Madison’s face, reaching for something, anything, to claw.

Madison screeched, pushing herself out of the zombie’s reach. Zack stood next to her, holding his weapon with both hands.

“All right, Rice, I got a hammer,” he said. “Is that gonna do the trick?”

“Absolutely,” Rice assured him. “When the zombie busts through, you’re gonna cave that sucker’s skull right in!”

Zack stood still, hammer raised over his head, waiting. The zombie’s other arm came crashing through, followed by its gruesome head. Zack nearly brought down the hammer, when he saw that this zombie was none other than his sister.
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Zoe’s dark, stringy hair was matted with sweat. Blue veins pulsated up through the drooping skin on her face. Her pupils were constricted to thin, black slivers of evil. She hissed and growled, scratching at the air.

“Oh my God!” Madison exclaimed. “Zoe looks really bad as a zombie!”

Zoe managed to squeeze her upper half through the hole in the door, but her legs remained out in the hallway, walking in place as though she were on a zombie treadmill.

Madison pulled out her camera phone and pointed it at the gargling, zombified beast that her best friend had become. She laughed and clicked, chuckling a little harder with every photo.
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“Hey, what’s happening?” Rice said. “You kill it or what?”

“It’s Zoe!” Zack told him.

“Dude.” Rice sounded excited now. “This is what you’ve been waiting for your entire life!”

“I can’t actually kill my sister, Rice!” Zack shouted.

“Fine. But if you’re not going to kill her, you have to knock her out. Whack her on the head with something hard, right between the eyes if you can,” Rice explained. “That won’t kill her, though. Eventually she’s going to wake up and try to get you again.”

Madison shrieked then, looking through the splintered hole around Zoe’s waist.

“Zack! They’re coming up the stairs!”

He picked up the phone and took it off speaker. “Rice, I gotta go, man!”

“Zack, wait! After you and Madison escape, get a car, pick me up, and we’ll figure things out from over here,” he said. “Good luck.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Zack told him. “And thanks.”

“Anytime, bro…and, dude, if I don’t see you…” His best friend’s voice took on a somber tone. A full five-second pause. “I love you, buddy.” Rice hung up before Zack could respond. The dial tone buzzed in his ear.

Zack stared off into nothing, realizing for the first time that he might not make it through the night. “I love you, too, man.”

“Do something, Zack!” Madison yelled, sounding truly frantic. The zombie moans were getting closer.

Zack yanked the Swiss Army knife from his pants pocket and pulled out the long blade. Sitting on the bed, he steadied the plastic bat on its end and jammed the metal point into the bottom, vigorously carving out a yellow parallelogram from the base. He picked up his oversize replica Coke bottle, piggy-banked with coins, and dumped it out in one huge pile next to the bat. Handful after handful, Zack funneled the change into the hollow plastic until it was brimming with ancient pennies caked in a diseased green fungus.
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“Darn it!” Zack shouted, “I need tape.”

Madison stuck a hand in her purse and riffled around. She plucked out a roll of duct tape and tossed it across the room.

“Came in handy once already,” she quipped.

Zack taped off the bat’s bottom and coiled more tape up the base for extra grip. He took a practice swing with the money-heavy bat.
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Madison stepped back as Zack approached his grotesque sister. Now face-to-face with her kid brother, zombie Zoe strained ever harder, reaching tirelessly with both hands. Zack struck a batter’s stance in front of the door.

“Zoe,” he said, adjusting his grip and planting his feet firmly on the floor, “this is for…well, this is for everything, I guess.” He wiggled his hips like a major leaguer at home plate.
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“Wait!” Madison yelled, stepping in front of Zack. “Just don’t break her nose, okay? She has such a cute little nose.” She backed away, grimacing with anticipation.
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Zack took a hard swing at Zoe’s head and connected squarely with the dome of her zombie noggin. The cheap yellow plastic exploded in a sweet tinkling melody of silver and copper coins. Zack dropped the bat, and his monstrous sister slumped down, half in and half out of the room.
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Madison patted Zoe’s head as if to say, “good puppy” as she turned the doorknob and opened the door.
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The zombie horde had reached the second-floor landing, spilling over one another, grappling mindlessly, clutching at nothing. Zack scooted past his sister and smiled at Madison.

“Was that fun for you or something?” she asked him.

“It was worth every penny,” Zack said.

“You’re such a dork.”

The undead swarm clogged up the hallway, a tangled heap of shifting limbs, closing in slowly, steadily. Zack was nearly out of ideas, but he had one left.

“Madison,” he said, “when Zoe sneaks out at night, how does she do it?”

“Easy. She climbs out her window and goes down the trellis.”

Just then, one of the zombies tripped forward in a lurching half-stumble. Zack and Madison hopped back out of the way. The zombie hit the floor and crunched its face into the rug, which sounded a lot like squashing a beetle with the bottom of your shoe.

Zack grabbed Madison by the arm and hustled her down the hall. She shrugged off his grip, strutting away from the zombie mob at her own leisurely pace. The soulless groans throbbed through the house, punctuated by high-pitched yaps and tiny paws scratching at the base of Zoe’s bedroom door.
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Zack pulled the door handle, and the puppy bolted out past Madison.

“Twinkles!” she shrieked as it went streaking between her legs. “No!”







CHAPTER 5



Madison whirled around and watched in horror as her beloved pup barked ferociously at the zombies. But as the rowdy gang of scraggly beasts marched forward, the little dog’s courage wilted in a pathetic whimper.

“Twinkles…come!” Madison ordered sternly. And as quick as he’d bolted out, Twinkles retreated back to Madison, who crouched down to scoop him up in her arms.

“Bad puppy!” she scolded him as Twinkles nuzzled and licked her face. Impatiently, Zack held the door for Madison and her nursling Boggle, an unfortunate crossbreed of a whining beagle and a bug-eyed Boston terrier.

The bedroom door clicked shut.

Zoe’s room was a hot pink mess, all painted, draped, and covered with the girly color. The magenta walls were plastered floor-to-ceiling with glossy centerfolds of every heartthrob from Justin Timberlake to the Jonas Brothers. Zack gagged a little, sickened by the sight of his sister’s tabloid shrine of chiseled faces.

He dashed to the window and peered out across the roof of the garage down at his mom’s Volvo parked in the driveway. Madison followed Zack, sheltering the puppy beneath her arm.

“All right, Madison,” Zack said, straining to pull up the window. “You and Twinkles first. We’re gonna climb down the fence thingy and run for the car, okay?”
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“You mean the trellis?

The one with all the zombies climbing up?”

“Sure, trellis. Whatever.

Wait. What do you mean, ‘climbing up’?”

Madison pointed to the side of the garage, where sure enough, four zombies were attempting to scramble their way to the top.

Luckily, the zombies weren’t very coordinated, losing their balance mid-climb and falling to the ground repeatedly, hollow crunch after hollow crunch.

“Geez,” said Zack. “Well, at least they can’t get up here.”

“They’re already up here, genius.” Just then, the room shook with a terrifying rattle as the upstairs zombies battered into the door. Twinkles growled and flashed his tiny teeth. Madison just stood there, petting the puppy’s head.

“Are you not at all upset about the fact that we’re about to die, Madison?” Zack paced back and forth, wading through piles of discarded Zoe outfits strewn across the floor.

“Of course, I’m upset,” Madison said. “I missed the Evite to the End of the World party, and now I’m living out my precious last moments with you, you little freakazoid.” Her words were filled with spite. “Where is Greg Bansal-Jones when you need him?” She sighed wistfully.
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If Madison was the prettiest girl in eighth grade, then Greg Bansal-Jones was the prettiest boy and definitely the meanest. Zack couldn’t stand the lunkhead’s stupid-sounding last name. And he would never forgive Greg for what he’d done to Rice in the bathroom. Greg and his two buddies had welcomed Rice back to school by flipping him upside down over the toilet bowl and dipping him headfirst into a triple chocolate fudge swirly. And sometimes, when the hallways of the school were quiet and empty, you could still hear Rice’s screams echoing off the walls.

“Whatever, Madison, I’m trying, all right?” Zack said. “You and Greg and Zoe, you all think it’s so cool to be mean. But if we don’t get to that car down there in the next couple of minutes, you’ll never have another chance to be a jerk to anybody ever again.”

Madison withdrew into scornful silence in front of the window. Zack walked off into the connecting bathroom. The bedroom door rattled and creaked with the force of a dozen zombies.

Zack surveyed the windowless bathroom for another means of escape. Another weapon. Come on, Zack, he kept thinking. There’s always a way out.

He flung open the towel closet and saw their only chance: the laundry chute. He couldn’t believe he hadn’t thought of it earlier. But there it was, and he knew where it led. Straight to the garage. Ground level. A quick hop-skip-jump to their sweet Volvo getaway.

“Madison, we’re gonna be okay! We just have to go down the chute!”

“The laundry chute?” she asked from the other room. “You have got to be kidding.”

“Hurry up! It’s the only way out!”

“Zack, I’d rather be eaten alive than fall into a pile of your nasty underwear! Sick!”

Then came the sound of glass shattering and Madison’s bloodcurdling shriek.

Zack rushed to the bathroom doorway and froze. The zombie crashed through the window, and Madison stumbled backward, tripping on the pink carpet. Zack recognized this zombie, too. It was Donnie Zimmer. Danny’s twin brother.

Flat on his stomach, Donnie wiggled his hips, side to side, like a slug inching forward, panting, snorting, and grabbing at her heels. As he reached for Madison, his dingy yellowish skin stretched open, dripping blood down his arms, cut deeply from the sharp broken glass. Just before he lunged forward in a vicious, last-ditch bid to snatch her, Madison scrambled to her feet. Twinkles clung to her shirtsleeve, eyes boggling.

Madison brushed herself off and picked up her shoulder bag. The revolting corpse rose slowly from the floor and shuffled toward them. He wore a red, half-shredded T-shirt with a picture of a snake devouring its own tail.
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“I thought you said these things can’t climb,” Madison said, catching her breath. Donnie Zimmer waddled across the room like some psychotic toddler.

“Yeah, well, at least they’re super slow….” Zack ushered Madison into the bathroom. The bedroom door started to crack, and the smothered zombie moan swelled through the fractured wood.

Zack gazed down into the dark, fathomless laundry chute and then back at Madison. “It’s gonna be a tight squeeze.” Madison shot him a sharp, devilish glare.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked.

“Nothing,” Zack said. “You’re bigger than me, that’s all.”

“Bigger?” she asked, steely-eyed. “I’m bigger than you? Why don’t you just say what you really mean, Zachary?”

“What are you talking about, Madison?”

“That I’m too fat to fit down that disgusting chute…”
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“Are you kidding me right now?” Zack shouted with a growing sense of alarm. “We gotta go!”

The Zimmer zombie lurched nearer and nearer, and the ravenous horde of snaggletoothed hellhounds pulverized the bedroom door mercilessly. It was now little more than a gnarly blob of mutilated limbs and snapping jaws.

In spite of all this, Madison waited, arms crossed, chin raised, tapping her foot. Zack plucked up her bag and tossed it down the chute in a frenzy of impatience.

“Madison, come on!”

“I’m not going anywhere until you say something nice.”

“Something nice,” Zack blurted unwisely, holding out his hand for her to take.

“About me, you little runt,” she said, playing kissy-face with Twinkles and scratching her pampered lapdog behind his ears.

Zack racked his brains for a quick, easy compliment, but with Madison that was not so easily done.
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“You know what, Madison?” Zack paused.

The slavering ghouls tumbled into Zoe’s bedroom, a hideous gush of belching mutants.

“If you want to stay here and get eaten, that’s your problem.”

And with that, he snatched Twinkles, climbed into the chute, and slid down, leaving Madison alone to decide her fate.

Zack rumbled down the old metal shaft, plummeting toward the garage. He held Twinkles snugly to his chest, and together they plunged into the stale stink of unwashed clothes.

Shaking off a pair of grass-stained jeans, he listened for Madison coming down after him, but he only heard the empty whoosh of the downdraft. Then, out of the buzzing hollow of the chute, a mind-ripping shriek echoed down to the garage. An eerie silence followed, and Zack felt a heart-sinking chill in the endless quiet.

“They got her…?” Zack whispered in disbelief.







CHAPTER 6



Twinkles cocked his head in confusion. “I guess it’s just me and you now, Twinkie….”

But before Zack could pick up the whimpering mutt from the laundry, the laundry chute thundered to life with a metallic clunk.

Zack and Twinkles watched as Madison flew headfirst into the musky hamper. She flung her arms and legs wildly, slinging off the Clarke family laundry every which way.

Madison stood up and turned to Zack. “I can’t believe you left me up there with those Filthy McNasties,” she said, punctuating every word with a fierce jab to his scrawny chest.
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But despite the dull pain of Madison’s chest-poking onslaught, Zack couldn’t stop the corners of his mouth from curling up into a grin.

“You think it’s funny to leave a girl stranded like that?” she demanded.

Zack broke out in a fit of laughter, and it was then that Madison realized the joke was on her…literally.

In the midst of her tantrum, she’d neglected to notice the huge pair of tighty-whities hanging around her neck. She ripped them off her head quickly and threw them at Zack. Puh-tooey!

“Whose are those?” she squealed, repulsed.

“Must be Dad’s,” Zack giggled, stretching the elastic waistband a good two feet before flicking them away like a giant rubber band.

“Oh, that’s sick.” She shuddered, plucking Twinkles off the pile of laundry.

Zack pocketed his mother’s car keys off a brass hook next to the switch for the garage door. Meanwhile, the zombies staggered just outside the garage. Madison peeked through the window, holding Twinkles. “Where did they all come from?” she asked, as Zack scanned the walls for a decent weapon.

“I don’t know,” he said, arming himself with a rusty ax.

“What do you think you’re doing with that?” Madison asked him defiantly.
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“You heard what Rice said.” Zack swung the ax, and the edge whistled as it slashed through the air. “The only way to kill ’em is to chop off their heads.”

“Zack, you can’t just kill them,” Madison argued. “They’re people!”

“Wrong, Madison. They used to be people. Now they’re dead people that don’t know how to stay dead. It’s a doggie dog world, Madison,” Zack said. “I don’t make the rules.”

“No, I make the rules. And the rule is, no killing anything until we figure out what’s going on out there,” Madison said, stroking Twinkles’s head. “And by the way, it’s not doggie dog world, it’s dog-eat-dog—”

WHAM! A rotting zombie arm smashed through the garage door right behind her. Madison jumped around, but the curdled, pulpy hand ripped Twinkles from her arms before she could step away.

Zack hopped over, ax raised, ready to hack through the grisly forearm, dangling severed veins off slabs of pruned flesh, but just before he brought down the blade, Twinkles sank his tiny fangs into the diseased thumb. A small geyser of black juice squirted up from the puncture hole, and the pup squirmed free of the zombie death grip.
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The gruesome arm drew back through the jagged hole in the garage door as Twinkles dropped to the cement. The ax head clanked on the floor with a bright orange spark. A torrent of pain shot up the wooden haft into Zack’s wrists.

“Owww!” he yelped.

Madison rushed over to her puppy, and the frightened little dog scampered off hastily into the shadows. “Twinkles?” she shouted. “Come back!” But Twinkles had already darted back into the house. Madison’s big blue eyes narrowed with hate, her face a crazed scowl. She spun wildly around and stomped to the back of the garage. She came back from the junk-cluttered corner, wielding an old fire extinguisher.

“Open the door,” she said in a tranquil daze, possessed now with the relaxed composure of divine vengeance.

“Are you sure that thing even works?” Zack asked skeptically.

Madison aimed the fire extinguisher at Zack’s feet and squeezed the pressure valve. The red tank hissed and gargled, and a fierce white spray shot from the black nozzle. “Now!” she commanded.

He dropped the ax and quickly pressed the button. The gears cranked overhead, slowly hoisting the garage door on its tracks. As the door lifted up, the overpowering stench of death seeped into the garage while the nitrous vapor seeped out.

Outside, the sluggish zombie brutes dragged their scuzzy feet toward the grinding screech of the rising door.

Madison clutched the nozzle, her thumb jittery on the shiny steel trigger.

[image: image]

The wretched dog-snatching zombie wobbled through the white foggy haze, and Madison shot a long blast of foam from the fire extinguisher. Blinded by the chemical froth, the zombie stumbled forward, flailing away at Madison.
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She leaped to her right and dodged the foam-frosted ghoul, executing a textbook side kick that landed squarely in the zombie’s lower back and sent the beast clanging into the garbage cans at the back of the garage.

“You like that, you walking pile of pus?” Madison shouted.

Pulling the car keys out of his pocket, Zack sprinted to the Volvo, unlocked the driver’s side door, and hopped behind the wheel. He watched through the windshield as two more zombies shambled off the lawn toward the garage.

Madison aimed the extinguisher’s nozzle at their rage-twisted faces, clicking the valve over and over, but the foam had run out. The zombies leaned as they hobbled, bones crooked in their sockets, faces curious and almost smiling as they limped toward Madison.

“Zack, do something!” Madison cried, backing across the blacktop.

Zack cranked the key in the ignition too far clockwise, causing a horrible chattering screeeek, and stretched his foot down to the pedal.

He slammed on the gas, and the Volvo lunged forward, colliding with the two bloodthirsty fiends. They soared off the bumper and sailed onto the lawn.

Zack slammed on the brakes and jumped out.

“Madison, you okay?” he asked.

Madison’s stunned expression clicked back into focus as the Volvo began to roll slowly over the edge of the lawn.

She pushed Zack out of the way and hopped in the driver’s seat. The tires stopped inches from the unconscious zombies splayed out over the front bushes. “You have to put it in park, moron,” Madison said, returning to normal. She clicked on the headlights. The zombies’ wrinkling flesh gurgled in the harsh light.

Zack jumped in the passenger seat and buckled up. Madison swerved backward down the driveway, bouncing off the curb into the street. Zack stiffened against the seat back, eyes popping wide, as Madison slammed the accelerator and screeched off into the Phoenix night.







CHAPTER 7



Rice’s house was dark and empty except for the bluish glow of the television flickering from the living room window. An abandoned backpack sat half-opened on the porch steps.

“That’s his backpack,” Zack whispered. “But I don’t see Rice.”

Madison puckered her lips in the rearview mirror. “How long are we supposed to wait for this kid?”

“I don’t know. He should be right here.” Zack put down the automatic window. “Psssst…Rice?” he called in a strained loud whisper.

“Oh, man, it reeks out there,” Madison said, catching a whiff of the rank, musty air wafting in from the humid night. She pinched her nostrils and breathed in through her mouth. “Eww, you can taste it, too.”

Yeah, Zack thought. This whole night stinks. Just then, Rice stepped around the back corner of the house at the far end of the driveway. “Here he comes!” Zack exclaimed, pointing at the squat, husky silhouette waddling toward the street.

“Tell him to hurry up,” Madison demanded.
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“Rice, come on, man, we gotta get movin’!” Zack urged.

But Rice didn’t respond. He just kept lumbering slowly, swaying back and forth.

As he stepped out of the shadows, Rice’s arms drifted in front of him, hanging as if by strings on a marionette. His face was spackled with blackened scabs and ripe pink pustules. “Raaaaghrr!” he groaned, approaching the street.

“That dude is so not getting in this car,” Madison said, shifting out of park.

“Wait a second,” Zack said, squinting at his friend.

Rice’s eyes had the same blank stare as the others: that trancelike gaze that seemed to blur the difference between the living and the undead.

Suddenly, zombie Rice broke into a sprint and rushed the car. “Rraaaaarrghhh!!!” he growled, slapping the hood with a loud bang. Zack and Madison both screamed. “Brrrraaaiins!” Rice intoned. “Brraaaiiiiiins!” This was followed by a raspy chuckle.

Zack breathed a sigh of relief as his friend snapped back to humanity. Rice trotted over to the front porch, fetched his bag, and bounced into the backseat.

“I got you guys good,” Rice gloated proudly before zipping up the backpack.

“Not funny, Rice,” Zack said.

“Oh, lighten up, will you? I was only foolin’ around.”

Madison turned around and seized Rice by the shirt collar like an angry drill sergeant harassing a brazen rookie. But then, upon seeing his scabby face, she quickly released her grasp.

“Eeckhh,” she grumbled. “What’s up with all the zits?”

“It’s not acne,” Rice murmured. “It’s chicken pox.”

“Is he absolutely necessary?” Madison asked, turning to Zack.

“I’m afraid I am, Madison,” Rice explained smugly. “For instance, I know that you need to know what I know. Because I know what we need to do. And right now what we need to do is to pick up ginkgo biloba.”

“Is he the new exchange student from Tokyo?” Zack asked.

“It’s not a ‘he,’ Zack. It’s an ‘it,’” Rice clarified. “And we’re gonna need plenty of it if we plan on making it through the night.”

“Ginkgo? That’s your brilliant plan?” Madison scoffed. “Have you even seen one of these things yet?”

“Zombies? Yeah, I’ve seen zombies,” Rice said defensively. “I saw ’em all over the news. What’s your point?”

“Well, Rice?” Madison spoke as if explaining something to a small child. “It’s a little different when they’re trying to rip your guts out.” She steered the Volvo away from the curb into the empty street.

“No need to rub it in,” Rice said, disappointed. “I’m jealous enough as is. My neighborhood’s sooo boring.” Rice lived in a tiny alcove of the city, all dead ends and one-ways. The zombie attack had missed the area completely.

“You actually want to see the zombies?” Madison was shaking her head. “Why?”

“For the same reason that people chase tornadoes. Because they’re freakin’ awesome!” Rice said. “But that’s not the point. Based on my internet research, I’ve discovered that this ginkgo biloba stuff will, like, repel the zombies. Kind of like what garlic does to vampires….”
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“Kind of like what your pock-covered face does to me,” Madison cracked.

“Is she always this funny, Zack?”

“I’m the funniest person you’ll ever meet,” Madison taunted, refusing to back down.

“Guys, relax,” Zack intervened, raising his hands like a substitute teacher trying to regain control of a rowdy homeroom. “Did you hear anything important on the news, Rice?” Zack wanted facts, not one of Rice’s half-baked theories.

“Well, I tried, but the reporter kind of got eaten in the middle of the broadcast.”

“They ate him?” Madison said slowly, completely revolted.

“Yeah, totally. This one zombie came out of nowhere and was like ‘Blaaahhh!’ And then this other one chomped the guy’s neck. And then blood spattered all over the camera lens, and then—”

“We got the picture, sicko,” Madison said.

“Let’s get back to the ginkgo,” Zack prompted.

“Okay, now I don’t know if it’s the ginkgo or the biloba, but it’s supposed to prevent cell damage, which zombies do have, improve blood flow, which zombies don’t have, and increase brain function, which they definitely don’t have. Plus, the ginkgo tree never gets diseases and it’s completely insect resistant. It all ties together, man! Zombie garlic! Get it?”

Not really, Zack thought, staring like a zombie at his overzealous pal.

“That makes zero sense,” Madison said.

“You make zero sense, Madison,” Rice jeered. “Zack, are you sure Zoe’s the only person you clobbered over the head tonight? Should this girl even be driving? We’re doing like five in a thirty.”

“Shut up, creep!” Madison shouted, veering toward the curb. “I’m still getting the hang of it.”

“Lay off, Rice. It’s not like she has a license, and you can’t even reach the pedals,” Zack said.

“Sorry, Madison
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