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Chapter One
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The last thing I remember was Felicity gripping my hand tight as a wild horde, the size of several thousand mobs put together, came charging through the electric fence at Port Hueneme – charging straight toward us! The sparse seconds before this, when Felicity had agreed to marry me, had been the happiest moments of my life.  Now we were about to be overrun by the living dead. Overrun and eaten alive.

Happiness is a fleeting thing in this new world, I reminded myself. You've got to enjoy every second of it; you never know how long it will last.

The air raid sirens wailed piercingly over our heads as brave soldiers charged forward; weapons in hand, ready to take on the enemy. The sound of automatic gunfire reached our ears in the form of tiny pops, like the rattle of a snare drum, as the wind pushed it in our direction, bringing with it the rank smell of decomposing flesh.

I could hear the high-pitched screams of a soldier, over all the rest of the yelling, as he fell victim to one of the gruesome monsters heading our way. The muscles in my stomach tightened as I recalled the fear and dread that filled my mind immediately after being bitten by a zombie.

That was only a week ago, I thought. It felt more like a lifetime away. I'd been sure I wasn't ever going to be coming back. I certainly didn't think I'd get to see my brother, Moto, again, or Felicity's beautiful face and mesmerizing eyes. I had slipped into a psychedelic nightmare that left me feeling like I was floating out of my body in an endlessly surreal landscape – and I had no way of knowing it was the effect of an antidote they'd given me.

If there is an antidote to a Zombie bite, then there is an end to this terrible world, I thought. There is a way to fix things. All it will take is time, and the efforts of soldiers willing to fight to restore things to the way they used to be.

It was a distant dream and one I might not live to see at that point, given the wave of rotting corpses coming to rip my new fiancé and me to shreds.

A fleet of Jeeps rushed past us at high speed, straight to the center of the conflict. I could make out several high-ranking officers in the back of each vehicle as they sped headfirst into chaos. They turned at the very last minute and began barking orders at the soldiers from a distance of over a hundred feet away. I started to make my move forward again, but Felicity squeezed my hand tightly to hold me back.

“What?”

“Just wait a minute,” she pleaded.

I could feel a ball of energy building up inside my chest, like a wild animal waiting to claw its way out. Every fiber of my being wanted to charge into the battle, swinging my sword and taking down as many of the undead as I could. It was only her gentle touch that held me at bay.

“Something is happening,” Felicity said. “Look!”

She raised her free hand and pointed toward the conflict. She was right. The Jeeps were now heading back in our direction. The soldiers were turning and running at us. Felicity gulped. I was frozen in place as they advanced on us.

What is going on? Why are we giving up so easily?

I felt the ripple of the ground first, as the dust and rocks at our feet began to shimmer. A millisecond later the air seemed to punch through me, knocking us both off our feet. Felicity landed on top of my chest. My head bounced hard off the ground, as the back of my skull slammed against the earth. There was an earsplitting explosion that caused the world to lurch, leaving me completely disoriented. The flash of light reached us last, a giant fireball blooming skyward toward the heavens, followed by a wall of sound like low thunder undulating across the military base.

The air grew hot as bits of earth and rotting flesh rained down on us. A resounding ring stung my ears. I gagged on the nauseating mist of death hanging in the air, gasping desperately for a breath of fresh air. Felicity leaned over me, screaming at the top of her lungs, but it sounded like she was whispering. My head throbbed as I moved, a tight pain pulling at my temples.

I turned in the direction of the battle, but everything in the distance was fuzzy. The more I tried to bring it into focus, the sharper the pain grew in my head. Felicity turned my face to her once more. There were two of her for some reason. I couldn't hold the image clearly. She was smiling, but silent tears rolled down her face and onto mine as she kissed me over and over again. I reached up to wipe her tears from my face, but at the same time I felt something wet running down my lips and drooling out of my nose. I held my hand up to see the bright red blood. There was so much of it.

Cold panic shot through me. I tried to stand up too quickly and the world bent around me, savagely twisting like a melting painting by Salvador Dali. It took everything in me not to fall back down again. The pain in my head was excruciating and completely overwhelming. Each step felt like a sledgehammer ringing out a loud blow on white-hot sheet metal in my mind. My heart fluttered in my chest like a trapped sparrow as my breath left me.

I was falling headfirst, slipping away into unconsciousness, and I couldn't stop it. The world began to grow dark, and once more I was pulled under into the heavy weight of oblivion as I felt my limbs connect with the ground. I plummeted deeper into the darkness until there was nothing left at all.
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I woke with a start from my sleep. Felicity twitched, but didn't get up. She was used to my night terrors. They no longer freaked her out. I wasn't the only person, post apocalypse, who had trouble with bad dreams. Far from it. Some nights, the crying and screaming coming from different parts of camp were like the cackle calls of crows in a graveyard at dawn. You learned to adapt to new circumstances quickly, or you simply didn't survive. What once seemed unimaginable was now fairly commonplace. The bottom line was, you either got with the program or you got eaten. There was no other way.

A little part of your mind stayed alert, even when you were sleeping – just in case. Eventually you figured out the difference between the cries of a disturbed dream versus the shrill shriek of real danger. It took Felicity less than three months to sleep through nearly everything the camp threw at us, including me. 

I turned and watched her sleep. She looked so happy, so beautiful, so at peace in her dream world.

If only that were the truth in our new lives, I thought with a smirk.

Things hadn't really gone according to plan since finding Moto in Hueneme. I remembered how scared I was to ask Felicity to marry me, how absolutely terrified I'd been that she'd laugh in my face. I hadn't been that afraid of the undead. Then after she’d agreed, after we'd kissed and time had stopped, something far more impossible had happened – the largest zombie horde I'd ever seen had breached the walls of the military base. I hadn't been thinking clearly at the time. Maybe it was her kiss, filling me up, making me feel invincible. Who knows? I'd jumped up ready to rush into action, but she'd held me back.

Turns out my new boss, General Conrad, was much more prepared after what had happened at Vandenberg. Just inside the walls, no less than a hundred feet onto the base, he'd had men dig deep trenches and load them with explosives rigged to go off by remote control. By the time the first wave of zoms had knocked down the electric fences, his finger was already on the trigger. Standard protocol for an invasion meant sending in troops to fight, but the General could see what we couldn't see from the ground – the horde spanned an enormous distance and was made up of thousands of the hungry dead. 

The General got on the radio and called back the troops, knowing he had only moments to secure the base or be overrun. There was no time for a warning. It was act fast or let us all die. He flipped the switch the second the soldiers had cleared the minimal safety distance, knocking most of them off their feet, including me. A terrible rain of decaying, infected body parts hung in the air like a cloud before falling back to earth and covering us all. In the chaos we were momentarily blinded and left helpless, but his plan had worked. What we couldn't see was the huge trench the explosions had ripped open that now swallowed up the rest of the flood of the unholy spawn as they tried to advance. 

According to Felicity, the second wave of soldiers was there almost immediately with flamethrowers. They advanced on the pit, burning everything in their path to charred ashes. Once the initial danger was contained, a small group of soldiers’ broke ranks and began picking up the wounded and carrying us back to the medical stations. The force of the explosion had knocked me off my feet and left me with a mild concussion. While I was sure I was going to die, it turns out all I really needed was some rest. Felicity stayed by my side the entire time, refusing to leave. The last thing I wanted after being bitten and surviving was another stay in the infirmary, no matter how short. By the time I came to my senses, Moto was standing over me with tears in his eyes.

“What's going on?” I asked, disoriented.

“That's two close calls, little brother,” Moto said, rubbing my freshly shaved head like he was trying to get a genie to pop out of my nose.

I tried to sit up and push him away, but my head felt like a chapel bell being rung at high noon on a Sunday.

“Easy there,” Moto said. “The medic says you have a mild concussion. You're going to be down for a few more days.”

“What about the horde?”

“It's all under control,” Moto assured me.

“How?”

“The explosives were designed to cut a deep trench around the base, like a moat,” Moto explained. “Zoms that weren't blown to pieces were then incinerated by the next wave of fighters. We had teams scour the grounds for crawlers as well. Any infected biomaterial was thrown into the fire pit and burned. Everything has been taken care of. You're safe. We all are. You can relax and take some time to heal now.”

“Good,” Felicity mumbled. “Send them back to hell where they belong.”

I couldn't help but think how many of them were just like me, or Moto. We'd both been bitten and brought back. Was there a point when it was too late? Was there a point where you stopped being you? A point when you couldn't come back again? The thought sent a shiver down my spine.

“We're reporting zero casualties,” Moto said, ignoring Felicity's comment. “We have you to thank for that in no small part.”

“What?” I felt queasy as I sat up. How could I have been part of the solution when I just got here? How could I have helped at all? As far as I knew, I'd been locked up as soon I had arrived on the base, hallucinating for days on end, then knocked out again. I'd spent more time lying in the sick bay than I had standing on my feet. “How is that possible?”

“We learned a lot about how the horde operates from what you told us,” Moto said, “and also from Benji. General Conrad took that into account when he designed our defenses. He began digging the day you arrived. Everything went according to plan. The front gate is heavily fortified, and you'd need a pickax and mountain climbing gear to get across the burning chasm.”

“And a whole lot of zombie repellent,” said a voice behind him as Benji shoved his way in. It felt good to see his smiling face. I couldn't figure out what it was about him, but he seemed different now, older somehow, more mature in spite of his youth. He wasn't the same comic-book-loving kid he'd been just a few weeks ago. He'd found his place in the world when they let him enlist. He was a soldier now, and it really suited him.

“You and I both know that doesn't exist,” I said with a grin. 

“That's why I am working on it,” Benji replied.

“Good luck with that, kid,” I playfully teased him. “Sounds impossible if you ask me.” 

“Oh I don't know,” Benji shrugged. “I once saw a guy walk through an entire parking lot of biters just to save my best friend, and all he used was a couple of mirrors. I'd say there is still a lot we don't know about them.”

“He's right,” Felicity rejoined. “We've still got a lot to learn.”

“Well, then I guess it's a good thing we went back for him,” I joked. 

Benji had come close to being sacrificed by a freaky cult in Ojai, to a pit of zombies as part of a religious ceremony. They'd brainwashed him into staying, then drugged him the minute we left. Felicity and I had barely made it back in time to save him. We'd risked our lives to get him back. It was worth it. I'd do it again in a heartbeat. There was never a question about saving him. Still, I felt an amazing sense of pride as I realized what we had done, what it meant. Things had been happening so fast, I hadn't had time to think about my actions. From the minute we left Vandenberg until the minute I woke up in Hueneme it seemed like I'd been in react mode. First it was neo-Nazis and bikers, then rock stars and child celebrities, then cult members and cannibals. All the while, there were zombies right up until I'd been bitten. It's hard to process things when nothing ever slows down.

“Thanks again, man,” Benji said sincerely.

“If I'm gonna live, then why are you ready to cry me a river?” I turned on Moto who was caught off guard by my unexpected shift in conversation. 

“What are you talking about?”

“You look like you've been cutting onions in the mess hall all afternoon,” I taunted.

“It's dusty out there,” he said defensively. I fought back a laugh. It felt good to be able to give him a hard time again. It felt good to be with my brother. “Plus there are zom particles in the air, that can't be any good for us to be breathing, and...”

“I told him,” Felicity interrupted at last. “They know we're getting married.”

“What are the odds of my little brother getting married before me?” Moto laughed, wiping the corners of his eyes. “Not even time for a proper bachelor party.”

“Good,” Felicity chimed in. “The last thing I want is a bunch of girls fawning over my man the night before we get married. I never understood the whole last night of freedom ritual.”

Benji and Moto exchanged looks, uncertain of what to say, as the room fell into an awkward silence. I'd never seen Felicity act jealous, but then again there was never a reason before today. We weren't really together back then, and aside from the underage wives of Bryan Crowe, there hadn't been anyone else to flirt with. Call me crazy, but I find it hard to see the attractive qualities of a woman holding an automatic weapon ready to cut you in half the minute her revered spiritual leader gives her the word. Then again, Felicity Jane had pointed a shotgun at me the first time we met. 

I knew it was up to me to break the tension, so I tried a joke.

“Who needs a bachelor party when you've got medical grade pain killers?”

They all laughed as the tension melted away at last.

It felt good to have something to celebrate. It seemed for once that the tide was turning. For the first time since the whole zombie nightmare began, it seemed like we had something to look forward to – a real future.

We were married a week later at the chapel on the base. It was a small group, and a short ceremony. Moto and the General were there, along with Benji. There was a gaggle of recruits, all fans of Felicity, that made their way into the back of the church during the vows, but I couldn't be mad at them. The joy I felt inside was like nothing I could ever explain in words. It didn't matter that outside those walls, out beyond the trenches, there were still over a thousand undead monsters who wanted nothing more than to sink their teeth into us and drink every last drop of our blood. We were inside, we were safe, and I was in love.

A guy named Tom, who everyone called Badger, gave us his instant camera as a gift, with what may very well have been the last pack of film on earth for all we knew. Benji did the honors, snapping a shot of our first kiss as a married couple.

It's crazy to think that was just six months ago, I thought.

Felicity began to snore. I looked past her to the nightstand in the trailer we were living in and caught a glimpse of the photo from our wedding day.

If only our happiness could have lasted just a bit longer, I thought.

So much had changed after that. General Conrad had died of a heart attack in his sleep shortly after our wedding, and despite the fact that Moto was on the short list of people who would take over at Hueneme, he'd grown increasingly paranoid about his safety – and ours. 

Slowly, I crept out of bed and pulled a t-shirt on. I tiptoed across the bedroom floor of the mobile home and out into the living room, sliding the flimsy retractable door shut as I went. I peeked through the blinds. The sun was just coming up on the horizon. I could see signs of life in the camp as the day began. I was only half an hour early from the time I usually got up.

Civilian Defense Coordinator. That was my new job. Instead of fighting zombies head-on or working on a plan to mass produce enough antidote to end the nightmare once and for all, we'd been shipped off to the middle of nowhere in a clean camp to help with survivors. It felt more like a punishment than anything else. 

I've never felt this kind of resentment toward my brother, I thought. Not even when he arrived at our house and stole some of my father’s attention away from me. 

Back then, I would have just been happy to see something lift the veil of sadness that had descended over our house since my mother’s death from cancer. In fact, the day we officially adopted Moto, the day he became Patrick Macnamara, was one of the best of my whole life. It was the day we became a family again. It wasn't until later that I realized how much he changed the family dynamic.

“You're a married man now,” Moto had said. “This is the best thing for you two. You've got to think about what she needs as well. Living in a combat zone isn't healthy for a relationship.”

I wanted to shout in his face, tell him he hadn't had a girlfriend since he was in tenth grade and he didn't know what he was talking about, but he wasn't just my brother anymore. He was my superior officer now, and I had to take it. I bit my tongue, but a slippery green demon of bitterness twisted in my stomach like a poisonous eel.

That's how we'd come to be in Freedom Town, a colony established between Edwards Air Force Base and Barstow. We'd been shipped out by rail to the unified military base in the middle of the desert extremes, then after a short two weeks of training, we were placed in charge of things in a community of survivors. Sure, Freedom Town had its own leaders, its own structure of social power, but when push came to shove, they deferred completely to the military. It was wartime, after all. We could all be attacked at any moment by zombies or bikers or any number of rogue forces at work. The people looked to us as authorities. I often had the final say on how to handle matters. 

We are the last remnants of true military might, I thought. And just maybe, the only hope this country has of ever being put back together again.

It felt weird to be in charge. Some of my men, my soldiers, were older than I was by several years. Not one of them challenged me. I had a few things going for me. First off, I was in charge of martial arts training, and they'd seen me in action. Second, I was the brother of Patrick Macnamara, and people knew who he was. Last, but far from least, I was married to an actual celebrity. People may not have known who I was, but they sure knew exactly who Felicity Jane was. They lined up to stare at her. Eyes went to the ground and loud voices became a field mouse’s whisper the minute she entered a room, as if everyone had just been talking about her. I was sure it had earned me more than my fair share of admiration, at least in the first few weeks, before it began to sour into jealousy and backbiting. 

Felicity may have been a celebrity, but she wasn't the only one in the camp. As luck would have it, Jamie Friendly was also a resident. He ran the makeshift school in Freedom Town, which oversaw the gaggle of young kids and rowdy teens. As the days began to pass and I settled into a routine of long days overseeing the camp, Felicity grew more pensive and withdrawn. When I suggested she take a job to pass her time, she had jumped at the idea.

“That's perfect,” Felicity practically shouted. “I've been thinking about teaching.”

“Teaching?” I shook my head dismissively. “You sure you want to expose yourself to those kids? They're not too far off from zombies, some of them anyway. You have no idea the headaches they've been causing around here since we showed up.”

“All the more reason,” Felicity said with a tilt of her head. Resolve and satisfaction were glimmering in her eyes as the idea of teaching took root. The last thing I wanted was to be away from her all day and have her with one of her own kind, a Hollywood insider. I told myself I didn't want her falling back into old patterns and bad habits by reliving the glory days, but something darker nagged at me from the pit of my stomach, something ugly and unrelenting. The truth was, I was terrified of losing her to him.

She never belonged with you, and you know it, a voice deep down inside loudly whispered. She will realize that the minute she spends time with him. He's the kind of guy she should have married, not a kid with a sword.

The words in my head sent cold chills down my spine, worse than the apprehension about a zombie horde. I had to stop her, to keep her away from him, but I didn't know how without giving away my insecurity. I knew I was already too late, but I made one last feeble attempt.

“You think you've got what it takes to teach kids? Seriously?”

“So you don't? Is that it?!” 

Fire burned in her eyes as she glowered at me. I felt like a deer frozen in the harsh headlight of an oncoming train. 

“Of course not,” I quickly said, hoping to fend off another fight. “I just...”

“Good,” she interrupted. “Then it's settled. I'll let Jamie know you said so.”

Great, I thought. I've sent her running into his arms. Perfect. 

Jamie Friendly had become famous from one of those singing competitions on reality television. He'd crooned his way through Killing Me Softly and all the girls had lost their minds. He was the favorite, guaranteed to win, but then at the last moment his ratings took a dip as his voice cracked during a long, high note and with that he came tumbling back to earth. 

What was that story about the guy who flew too close to the sun? I wondered, unable to remember much more of the myth than the Led Zeppelin Zoso poster.

Jamie had then gone on to do a few endorsements for lame duck products, cashing in on his fame. Just when it looked like his fifteen minutes were up, he was cast in a previously canceled sitcom that had been picked up and put on Netflix. The show became a cult classic and even though he never became a top-tier celebrity or a bona fide A-lister, his newly revived popularity (along with a high-powered agent) had gotten him a few well-placed cameos in hit summer movies. He was always in the supermarket tabloids, being linked to one newly single actress or model after another.

How am I not supposed to think of about that every time she goes off to work with him?

I couldn't tell if Felicity was picking up on my vibes at first. If she noticed my apprehension at her mingling with the world she came from, she never showed it. Maybe she was just too excited at the thought of doing something new. She was a welcome addition as far as the camp was concerned. After her first week, parents began stopping us as we moved around the camp together in my few off hours to congratulate her and insist she continue. Felicity had taught at the school ever since. She was a natural. The kids loved her from the start, unlike their responses to me. She seemed to bloom after discovering a way to reinvent herself from child celebrity on a pedestal to a productive member of the colony.

Just as I suspected, she grew closer and closer to Jamie, and it put a distance between us, a coldness I tried to swallow down. Several times a week, I would drop by the school unannounced to check up on her in the hopes of catching them being inappropriate in some way. It never happened mind you, but she got the idea I was up to something pretty fast. Felicity isn't a dummy. She knew that, for some reason, I didn't trust her completely and eventually she stopped trying to convince me things were okay between us. 

Funny, I thought, looking at her as she slept, Moto thought sending us out here would be good for our marriage. I think it's the exact opposite. If we had stayed on the base, far away from Jamie Friendly, none of this would ever have happened.

My train of thought was interrupted just then by a bloodcurdling scream. This one wasn't a bad dream – it was real. To underscore the seriousness of the situation Felicity Jane shot up in bed, wide awake and ready for battle. 

“Which direction did it come from?” Felicity was yelling. Her eyes were wide with fear and adrenaline.

“It came from near the south entrance from what I can te...,” I started.

“The schoolhouse,” she said in a panic, cutting me off. She was out of bed and running out the door seconds later, still dressed in her nightgown. I grabbed my sword and raced after her as fast as my feet could carry me.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three


[image: ]


My eyes are playing tricks on me, I thought. They have to be! 

There was a semicircle of people standing around the front of the schoolhouse not saying anything. In the middle was one of my soldiers, Andrew. He was now a fully turned zombie. His face was smeared with bright red, fresh blood. He had something small in his hands, something delicate looking, a fresh kill! It didn't make any sense at first. 

What is that thing? I thought. And why is everyone just standing around?

It felt like I was still dreaming. There was a sense of shock and terror as we listened to him slurping away on his meal. I saw lace. I saw flowery print. I saw soft, auburn hair with a silk bow. 

He killed a kid, I thought. No! He killed a little girl.

The thing that used to be Andrew held her in his arms and chewed at her steaming guts as if she was a freshly baked cherry pie. No one moved. No one spoke. They all just stared on in horror. 

The realization brought me back around like a splash of cold water to the face. We were all in danger. Were there others in the camp? Were we under attack? This was a disaster in every sense of the word, and it happened on my watch! I needed to control the situation fast. I bounded out in front of the crowd and held my hands up.

“Everyone needs to step back,” I commanded. 

“Susan?” Felicity spoke in a broken voice just above a whisper. A single tear rolled down her face. 

I turned my head for a split second and saw zombie Andrew lift his head and growl at me like a mad dog. There was foam dripping out of a hole in his lip that he'd bitten through in a hurry to gulp down his hot meal. Before I could react, Felicity jumped toward me. I turned back to shield her from what I assumed was an attack, but she pushed me off her as anger gleamed in her determined eyes. I heard the whoosh of my sword, as it was unsheathed from its case on my back by someone else. I fell off balance and caught myself with one hand before I hit the ground. I turned back in time to see Felicity bringing my katana down in a sweeping motion across the monster’s drooling face. She let out a soul-wrenching howl as she cut him down. His head fell open and he went limp and lifeless, the young girl in his arms rolling forward like a bag of spilled apples.

She's gone mad! She'll get herself bitten!

Panic shot through me. My soldiers were on us in seconds, weapons hot and ready for action. Felicity turned back to me, chest heaving, sweat dripping down her eyes. She stared at me with a mixture of anguish and fear. She held my stare like an accusation, blood dripping off my blade. She walked back to me and held the sword out. I took it gently, the tips of our fingers lingering for just a moment like a secret code letting me know we were going to be all right. 

But we still need to talk, my eyes said. Once this is over.

“What the hell have you done?!!!” 

Gavin, one of the Freedom Town Camp Council members ambled forward on his cane. 

“You're supposed to protect us, not let the monsters in!”

Gavin was always looking to stir things up, then take advantage of the ensuing chaos. He was a master at it. In his previous life, before Z Day, he'd been a Senator for a short while before a scandal involving his secretary had left him disgraced and unable to carry on as the Family Value’s candidate.  The way he carried himself, you'd never have known. Everything from the way he held his head to the tone of his voice suggested that Gavin was beyond reproach, as if he'd never stooped so low as to even tell a little white lie, much less sullied his reputation with worldly pitfalls.

He's like one of those television preachers they used to have, I thought. The kind that spoke in tongues and cast judgment on others before begging for money. The kind usually banished to the obscure cable channels back in the day.

Ever since I had been put in charge, I'd found myself locking horns with him. I felt the anger boiling inside me like a bubbling cauldron of hot acid. It was wrong that he was using the death of a small child to advance his own pursuit of power. I opened my mouth to give him a piece of my mind but was buried under a barrage of scared and angry voices all talking at once...like a verbal avalanche of word vomit.

“That's Harmony Johnson. He killed little Harmony.”

“How did he get in here in the first place?”

“What are you doing to keep us safe?”

“What aren't you telling us?”

“Enough!” I shouted at the top of my lungs. The camp went silent. I noticed Felicity stiffen out of the corner of my eye. My throat stung from yelling so hard.

“First things first,” I said, putting on my official voice. “Soldiers, I want a full perimeter sweep now. Check all access points. I want a full report on how he got in. Go NOW!”

“Yes sir,” they said in unison. The soldiers moved off quickly, many of them looking happy to have an excuse to leave and be doing something productive instead of sitting around arguing. Every last one of them was a trained warrior with little patience for council meetings and politicking. They were right at home in the heat of battle, but their eyes went glassy dealing with the daily grind of camp interactions, especially when things devolved into pointless bickering.

“Now,” I said, turning back to folded arms and wild-eyed stares. “I need everyone to stay calm while we work on getting to the bottom of things. In the meantime, I want you all to go secure your homes. We'll meet back in ten minutes right here. Hopefully by then, we'll know exactly how this happened.”

I looked around, but no one moved at first. I realized they were waiting for me to tell them they could leave.

“Okay then, let's go,” I said, my voice softening. 

With that they turned and shuffled away, their voices a murmuring chorus of anxiety and frustration. I turned to see Felicity hugging Harmony's sister, Janice. Jamie was there too, talking calmly to them. Felicity turned and hugged Jamie. I felt like the wind had been punched out of me. I saw red. I felt like I couldn't breathe anymore. I turned and stormed off back to our trailer. Halfway there she caught up with me.

“Wait,” Felicity said, grabbing my hand. “Wait for me, Xander!”

I turned and pulled free from her.

“Let go,” I said, feeling utterly betrayed.

“Why are you acting like this? Is this because I touched your sword without asking? I'll clean it. I promise.”

I couldn't let her know how jealous I was of Jamie. It would only make things worse, hearing her deny what I'd just witnessed with my own eyes. I was already having the worst morning of my life. I couldn't handle any more.

“I'm in charge.” I said, glaring at her. I turned and walked back into the musky trailer. Flies were now lazily zigzagging back and forth inside, having made their way into the cool shade when I ran out and forgot to close the door.

“So what?” Felicity charged in and got right in my face. “You wanted to be the one to kill your buddy Andrew? Is that it? You wanted to be the big hero?”

“That's not it at all,” I yelled back. “I don't care that you did it. I'm glad you did. It needed to be done.”

I took a rag and began cleaning the blade, anything to not look at her, to keep my hands busy. Felicity just stared at me, the anger seeping out of her. She looked confused.

She'd thought she bruised my ego by killing a man instead of letting me do it? She thought that's what this was all about? The hurt goes way deeper than that! Why can't she see the truth?

“Talk to me, Xander,” she said, sitting on the bed. “I'm sorry I yelled. What's going on?”

“This is a nightmare,” I replied, shifting gears. “I'm supposed to keep these people safe. Andrew was supposed to be protecting them, and instead he killed a little girl. What am I doing wrong?”

“It's not your fault,” Felicity cooed. “He was probably bitten outside, made his way home in denial, then turned after he passed the gates. If he concealed his wound, there would be no way to know he was infected until he did what he did this morning.”

“How could he?” I looked at her as I spoke. “How could he purposely do something like that, knowing he was hurting the people he loved the most?”

“I'm sure he just wasn't thinking,” said Felicity, still holding my accusing glare. “Most likely he didn't want to hurt anyone. He just didn't want to die alone. He wanted to go home after a long night and go to sleep and wake up and have it all be a bad dream.”

We stared at each other for a moment, and then she took me in her arms and gave me a hug. I felt like I could stay in that moment with her forever. I flirted with the idea of quitting my post right then and there, of taking Felicity away somewhere and living on our own. The idea brought a smile to my face, and I felt the tension leave me, even though I knew it was just a fantasy. A loud knock on the door brought me back to reality.

“Come in,” I said. Justin, the head of my guard, walked in and saluted as I stood up and faced him. “What's your report?”

“The grounds are secure, sir,” Justin barked. 

“How did Andrew get inside after he was infected?”

“The guard at the gate said Andrew worked the night shift,” Justin explained. “He came in at daybreak, limping. Claimed he'd twisted his ankle. There were no visible marks, sir.”

I looked over at Felicity, and she nodded. Once again, she'd been right.

“Head back over to the schoolhouse and let everyone know that I am on my way,” I said. When he hesitated, I added, “That's an order.” He saluted and left without delay.

I turned back to Felicity.

“Looks like you called it,” I said, a feeling of heaviness settling back over me that went bone deep. “Well, better get this over with. We have a funeral to plan. It's going to be a long day and a longer night.”

“I know what you're going to do, but you can't.” Felicity stared at me with fear in her eyes. “You're going to volunteer to take the night shift. It's not safe, Xander.”

“That's exactly why I need to be out there,” I said. “How can I ask any of my men to go out there now if I'm not willing to?”

“These people need you,” Felicity roared. “They need you here and alive. I need you. You're a married man now, in case you forgot.”

“I'm not the one with the memory problem,” I spat back. “I'm sure I'd be doing you a favor if I went out there tonight and didn't come back. Then you two could just be together and no one would say anything.”

The words were out before I could stop them. The look on Felicity's face told me she was caught off guard. It was the last thing she had expected.

“What are you talking about?”

“I see how you are with him,” I said, my guts twisting in knots as the words bubbled out like gas coming up out of a tar pit.

“Who?”

“Jamie Friendly,” I sputtered. It felt good to get it out, even if there couldn't have been a worse time “That's what you want, isn't it? You don't have to pretend anymore.”

The look of surprise slipped off Felicity's face as she doubled over in genuine laughter. 

“That's what this is all about? You think Jamie and me...? Oh Xander. Give me a little more credit.”

She was mocking me to my face. I felt my cheeks flush with embarrassment. I turned and marched out. She called after me, but I didn't stop. I couldn't. My head was swimming at the exchange we'd just had. It was more than I could handle. My feet seemed to move on their own, finding the path between trailers and tents, back to the front of the schoolhouse. A huge crowd had formed. The whole camp was there, including Gavin and the Council. Andrew’s corpse had been removed, and a blanket had been used to cover up Harmony's tiny, defiled body. 

“Okay, listen up,” I yelled, pulling all eyes on me. “We've been able to ascertain how an infected colonist was able to get back into camp after being infected outside. Many of you knew and loved Andrew, just like I did. He was a good man and a good soldier, but he let his guard down and he got bitten. At some point last night Andrew made a terrible choice, the kind of awful decision many of us might have made under the same circumstances. Andrew decided to conceal his infection and return to camp.”

A wave of murmurs and gasps washed over the crowd. There were even some denials.

You're losing them, I thought. You need to keep on top of the story or things will spin out of control. 

“We inspected his body and found confirmation that he'd been attacked during his guard shift last night,” I continued. “When asked why he was limping, Andrew lied and said he'd only sprained his ankle. He deceived us all. I'm sure he just wanted to be home one last time. Perhaps he was in a state of denial about his condition, about the unbearable future awaiting him, what that bite meant. Andrew was a good man. He would never have wanted to harm anyone, particularly a child.”

I looked at Felicity. She was fighting back tears. She didn't look upset at me anymore, just emotional from the day. I wondered what had changed since our argument. My eyes wandered over to Jamie Friendly. He was staring at Felicity with concern, but she wouldn't acknowledge him. An icy wall came down inside me, and I turned my attention back to the crowd.

“Andrew signed on to serve and to protect others. The monster that took Harmony away from us bore little
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