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Whatever feelings we bury deep inside will eventually claw their way out, bringing a darkness that few can endure and survive.


CHAPTER ONE

Lauryn stopped to catch her breath—just for a second. Her blood went cold. Ralph lay facedown in the mud with the dead closing in on him. Her hands closed tighter around the handle of her axe, the same axe that saved her life not so long ago. She felt fear stiffen her muscles. If she were alone, she'd run, hide, and survive another day—but she wasn't alone. Ralph touched the side of his head and grunted in pain.

“Ralph?”

All color drained from his blood-streaked face, and his eyes rolled back.

“Ralph!”

No, this wasn’t happening. Not now. Not when she finally found him. She launched herself forward, screaming, drawing the dead to her and away from him. The zombies turned to her faster than she was used to, and they caught her by surprise. Her swing hit the zombie charging her. The handle cracked against its skull, and it dropped. The others closed in on her, while one zombie lingered near Ralph‘s prone form. Lauryn ducked under clawing hands, rolled away, sprang up, and swung her axe, slicing the zombie going for Ralph just below the neck. Its head thudded on the ground at her feet, and the body fell on Ralph.

Lauryn cursed as she kicked the head away. There were three zombies left to deal with, and many more in the area. She heard their moans and the screams of the survivors who were still fighting and dying. Gunshots. Thank God for that, or the whole horde would be on her by now.

Lauryn swung her axe, timing it with the zombie's lunge, and cleaved its head. The zombie crumbled to its knees, then fell face-down. With one boot on its shoulders, she yanked the axe free in time to sever the head of another zombie. The last zombie stood just out of reach, circling her. Lauryn kept pace with it. Congealed blood slid over the axe‘s handle, making her grip slippery. She had no choice. The thing wasn‘t coming closer; she had to attack. Lauryn closed the distance. It jumped, startling her. Lauryn staggered back, swinging the axe up. The axe severed the zombie‘s jaw. The zombie fell on her, knocking her to the ground. Its teeth scraped over her neck, but without a jaw, it couldn‘t bite through her skin. Lauryn pushed the zombie off and sat on its chest. With one hand, she pinned its head. With the other, she raised the axe high and brought it down, splitting the skull in two. Brain matter oozed out. A musky, sweet smell reached her nose. She rolled off the zombie, gagging as she crawled toward Ralph.

Ralph lay sprawled in the mud, utterly still. His pale skin contrasted with the dark mud. Lauryn had dreamed of meeting him again, and now here he was. She'd never have believed she could fall in love so quickly.  Lauryn touched his lips. The same lips she had kissed that day. Her first real kiss. Yes, she loved him. If only she hadn't walked away from the spot where he'd left her. They would've never been separated. At that time, she'd had no idea she would survive the flu. She'd feared she would turn on him.

Moans rose up around her, growing closer every second that passed. Lauryn snapped out of her thoughts and pushed off the zombie pinning Ralph down. She shook him, trying to wake him. Out cold, he didn‘t even grunt. Lauryn lowered her ear to his nose, held her breath, and listened. She exhaled in relief when she felt his hot breath on her cheek.

The gunshots had died down, and far away, she heard the rotors of a helicopter. Soon, only growls and moans filled the night air. Whatever survivors there were had gone into hiding or fled the scene. It was about time she left the infested forest and returned to her group. They would be able to help Ralph. But, before she could make her escape, shadows appeared between the trees.

Lauryn grabbed Ralph under his arms to drag him away from the walking dead creeping closer. She cursed at the scraping sound his body made as it slid over the mud and foliage. She managed to drag him less than a foot. The shadows crept closer.

Wide-eyed, she looked around. Fear clutched her, holding her tight, threatening to paralyze her. Lauryn swallowed and pulled harder at Ralph. She resisted the urge to throw her axe away. It was getting in her way, but she needed it. A zombie broke free from the others at a trot. Screaming, she dropped Ralph and met it with her axe, cleaving its temple. She yanked her axe free and returned to Ralph.

If only he would wake up. Her muscles burned, her hand tightened, and she had no idea how much longer she could keep this up. Lauryn counted more than ten shadows following her. She pressed on, not looking back. She dragged him thirty feet and bumped into something wet. Hands clawed her shoulders. She whirled around, got entangled in Ralph, and went down. The axe dropped from her hand. A female zombie stood over her, its shirt bloodied, its guts falling out. A fresh corpse. Her throat was bitten out, and the tendons keeping the jaw in place were cut, allowing the mouth to hang permanently open. It was slow. Lauryn crawled back up, pushed the zombie down, and with her heavy boot, stomped on its head until she heard its skull crack.

Two more zombies were closing in fast. Lauryn scooped her axe from the ground, and in one swift motion, she hit the closest zombie in the neck. The axe got stuck, and she went down with the zombie as it fell. Lauryn and the zombie rolled into the mud. She pushed herself free, narrowly escaping its teeth, and wrenched the axe free. She cleaved its head with a quick blow. The other zombie fell on Ralph. Its teeth sank into his shoulder. Lauryn cried out and swung her axe wildly. She hit the zombie‘s back. Once, twice, three times. She yanked the zombie off Ralph and threw it on its back. Standing over the zombie, she heaved her axe with all her remaining strength and brought it down, splitting the skull in two.

“Sarah?” a voice cracked behind her. Lauryn turned around. Ralph moved his head her way. Glad as she was, her eyes widened at the sight of ten more zombies breaking free from the shadows.

“Sarah?” Ralph said, dazed.

Whoever Sarah was, she didn‘t care right now. Lauryn knelt at his side.

“Can you move?” Lauryn looked up. They were closer. She looked back into his confused but oh-so-alive eyes. “Ralph, we need to go!”

“Lauryn, is that you?”

Despite the dread that loomed over them, she smiled. At last, he remembered her. She nodded. “Can you walk?”

“I don‘t know. Am I dead?”

Lauryn didn't answer. If they wasted any more time, they'd be dead.

She set her axe down, grabbed him, and yanked him up. He wobbled on his feet. She grabbed her axe. He staggered; she steadied him. The zombies, drawn by movement, went from a slow walk to a trot. She grabbed him and moved away from the incoming dead.

“Ralph, please, walk!”

He shuffled forward. It was something, but she still had to support him to prevent him from falling.

“Keep moving!”

Ralph shuffled another step, and another, each following step growing steadier.

Lauryn glanced over her shoulder. They were close, stretching their arms out for them. Ralph was too heavy for her to carry much longer. If things kept up this way, the zombies would catch them. No way could she fight this many, but she wouldn‘t leave him behind.

Lauryn pressed on. Ralph's walking became steadier, but he still needed her support, and he wasn't fast enough. These zombies were just a little faster than he was. More shadows converged around them. They would soon be surrounded.

“Ralph, run.”

“I can‘t.” Ralph caught a breath. “Just leave me. Sarah is gone. Save yourself.”

Whoever Sarah was, she wasn't a reason to give up; she wouldn‘t accept that. “No. Not going to leave you. I… I… just run damn it.”

Ralph grunted, gritted his teeth, and tried to run, but he only managed a fast trot. Lauryn pulled him along a little faster. Their pace kept the zombies behind them at bay and let them dodge the ones closing from the sides—but they couldn't avoid the ones directly ahead. With some maneuvering, her axe, and a lot of luck, they might make it through.

“Let me go,” Ralph said. “I can walk on my own.”

She didn‘t let go. She didn‘t want to lose a second picking him up if he stumbled and fell. But she had to let him go. In front of her, a tall zombie—missing an arm, one eye dangling from its socket—beelined toward them.

Lauryn inhaled deeply, exhaled long, timed the moment, and pushed Ralph. “Run as fast as you can and don‘t look back.”

Ralph staggered forward and didn‘t fall, but he also didn‘t run. The zombie was upon her. Lauryn whirled around it, slashing its leg with her axe—not hard enough to sever it, but enough to cut a tendon. The zombie fell to its knees. She didn‘t bother finishing it; instead, she grabbed Ralph‘s arm and pressed on.

There was a gap ahead. If they moved fast enough, they might make it through. The growling behind her grew louder, more intense. Lauryn swallowed hard. Her hand trembled slightly. She was afraid. Afraid to fail. To be eaten. To turn into one of them. To lose him.

“Run!”

Ralph managed a fast trot. “My head,” he said, “is spinning.”

Bad, very bad. If he fainted, all was lost. Lauryn tried her best to pull him along faster, holding his hand tight. Two zombies walked in their path, cutting off their escape. Lauryn pulled Ralph with her, moved for the closest zombie, and swung her axe. She hit the eye, cracking the eye socket. The zombie went down, pulling her along, but she wrenched the axe free. They swerved away from the clawing hands of the other zombie and pressed through.

“I‘m not feeling well,” Ralph said as he staggered forward, almost stopping.

Lauryn pulled him back to a run. He was leaning more and more on her. She gritted her teeth, unsure how long she would be able to keep supporting his weight. From Ralph‘s side, a shadow rushed them. Cursing, she let go. Ralph fell. She raised her axe to cleave the zombie‘s head.

“Watch out, missy. I‘m alive,” a man said. The man grabbed Ralph and hoisted him up. “Don‘t stand there gaping. Follow me!”

The man didn‘t look back. He rushed forward, pulling, almost carrying Ralph along. He went fast. He was a middle-aged man with a receding hairline. Lauryn had no idea who he was, but he either was a good Samaritan or knew Ralph.

The growls behind her grew louder. The zombie she dropped crawled back up, and the other one nearby turned toward her. Lauryn backed away from them and ran after the man. They left the horde behind, but they kept going for a longer while. The man kept silent, clearly laboring to keep the breakneck pace. He stopped at a fallen tree, set Ralph on it, and dropped next to Ralph, breathing heavily. Lauryn looked around for any zombies still following them. She didn‘t see or hear any.

“Have you seen a young woman with him? A blonde?”

Lauryn shook her head. Maybe that was the Sarah Ralph couldn’t shut up about. Lauryn started trembling. She dropped next to Ralph. “Oh God,” she gasped. “We made it.”

“Not yet. We need to get some place safe first.”

The man was right, but the fear Lauryn held back paralyzed her for a moment. The things she had to do to survive weighed on her. The zombies she ended were once human. Who knew, with a cure, maybe they could have turned back into humans. Lauryn shook her head.

“Miss, are you all right?”

No, she wasn‘t. This world had turned into a nightmare. No cure would save the ones she'd downed—they were already gone. But others might be saved. She recovered from the flu, so there must be others who survived. There was a chance to get it all back. But the things she'd seen made her doubt that. The living. The dead. Bad things from both.

“Miss?” The man shook her shoulder. Lauryn drew back, looking up at him. “Are you all right?”

She nodded. “Yes. Just… this… I don‘t know.”

The man pointed at Ralph. “You know him?”

“Yes, we go… went to the same high school.”

“Really? What a coincidence meeting him here.”

“We got separated the day the dead started walking. I was on my way home when I heard the shots.”

The man sat up straight. “You‘re that girl he left behind at the quarantine place?”

She nodded. “There was no quarantine; they were burning busloads of people.”

“I found that hard to believe when he told me, but now that I've seen what those soldiers did to my group, it doesn't surprise me.”

In the distance, they heard moaning. He stood up. “We need to move. By the way, my name is Ethan. Sorry that I forgot my manners.”

“Yeah, not surprising really, not much time for pleasantries with the dead chasing you.” She shook his hand. “Lauryn.”

Ethan nudged Ralph‘s shoulder. Groggily, Ralph looked around, first at Ethan and then at Lauryn, his eyes grew wide. “Are we dead?” he stammered. “Is this heaven?”

Ethan pulled him up. “No, still alive, and in hell.” He gave Ralph a pat on the shoulder, making him stagger back. Lauryn steadied him.

“Is it really you?” Ralph said.

Lauryn nodded. She wanted to kiss him, to hug him, but she felt awkward about it. Maybe it was because Ethan stood there, or maybe it was Ralph; he had changed in the short time they were apart.

A smile broke over his lips. “Lauryn? You‘re alive.”

“Yes, I am.” She managed a smile.

Shadows gathered in the distance.

“Come on. Let‘s go. We need to go a little farther,” Ethan said. “The others are waiting on high ground about two hundred yards from here. Ralph, can you walk on your own now? I can‘t carry you all the way. Almost blew a lung dragging you here.”

“I‘ll manage,” Ralph said, unable to keep his eyes off Lauryn.

It was so unreal. She felt happy, but how could she be happy in a world with so much death?

“Let‘s go.”

Ethan took point, and they followed closely. Lauryn held on to Ralph despite his ability to walk on his own. She didn‘t want to let go of him. She was afraid that if she let go, he'd disappear—that finding him was just a cruel joke played by fate.

Quickly, they left behind the shadows in the trees and reached a clearing. Lauryn was glad to be with him again. It had been two horrible weeks, but she had finally made it. That was what counted. Tears rolled over her cheeks. Horror, fear, sadness, happiness mixed. They pressed on, leaving the dead behind, surviving another day.


CHAPTER TWO

Sarah looked at the blackboard, not paying attention to what was written on it or to Mr. Morrison, her senior-year math teacher. Really, this was a big joke, sitting in class like the zombie apocalypse wasn’t happening. Sarah sighed. Mr. Morrison cast her an annoyed look but kept on droning while scribbling yet another math formula on the blackboard.

She fidgeted in her wooden seat while her eyes scanned the other kids in the room. They were oblivious to the outside world, as if nothing had happened. The girls were chatting quietly among themselves. The jocks sat in the back, eyeing the girls while making rude gestures. The geeks sat in the front, listening attentively, while the in-betweeners minded their own business. And she, the misfit, was the only one from beyond the gates.

Sarah looked out the window. From here, she couldn‘t see the walls, but she hadn‘t seen them the day they brought her in a year ago. A year from the day they got her. A year away from Ralph. To think a year had passed. Ralph must think she’s dead. It had been in the dead of night. Pitch black. They had landed the chopper on a helipad somewhere in town. Probably at their compound. The place was off limits. On that night, they had dragged her inside, kicking and screaming.

She'd fought all the way and almost got away. The tall soldier, Captain Terry Morgan, had turned around. She expected him to knock her out, hoped he would outright shoot her, but instead, he slapped her. Not hard. It stung, but it wasn't the force that hit home—it was the way he did it. It stopped her, and his words stayed with her.

“What‘s done is done. Give up already.”

If he really knew what had been done, he wouldn‘t have been so calm.

The next day, she'd seen the walls. Tall and made of thick concrete.

“Hey, Sarah.” The girl sitting next to her poked her. “Pay attention. He‘s coming.”

A ruler slammed on the desk between Sarah and the girl who'd tried to warn her. The girl jumped in her seat. Sarah kept staring outside, and once again, she wondered how they could hide the walls so well from this building. They should be visible.

“Oh, Sarah, Sarah, Sarah, daydreaming again?” Mr. Morrison's voice droned with annoyance.

Slowly, she faced him, her eyes traveling from the ruler up his arms to his spectacled face. An obese, profusely sweating, middle-aged man wearing a tweed jacket and a bowtie. Who wore a bowtie anymore? And why bother with school? Goddamn useless school.

“What!” Sarah said.

Mr. Morrison stepped back, glaring at her. “You better watch your tongue, missy, or else I‘ll call the captain.”

“I‘m not stopping you. Call him.” What did she care? What were they gonna do? Lock her up again? Anything to get away from this.

“Mr. Morrison,” the girl next to her said, “she didn‘t mean that.”

She wanted to tell the girl to piss off, that she could defend herself, but instead she chose to ignore them.

“Priss, you should know better than to associate with trash.”

Trash? Did he just say that? And what would you call people who ran at the first sign of trouble to a safe haven? Trouble most likely caused by their own company. And she was trash for surviving the hellish shit outside? She would rather be outside with Ralph, where the chances of survival were near zero, than stay with these bloated fucks in safety.

She cast Mr. Morrison an angry look. He didn‘t hold her stare and backed off a little.

“You are a guest, a lucky one at that, and should be grateful we took you in and allowed you to stay with us.”

She shouldn‘t. It would get her in trouble, but he was asking for it.

Slowly, Sarah stood up.

The class fell silent.

“What did you call me?”

Mr. Morrison raised a finger at her and scowled. “Trash. T. R. A. S. H. Worthless or discarded material or objects; refuse or rubbish. You, in other words. I told them I didn‘t want you in my class, but they insisted. The only thing you're going to do is distract my students with your crazy ideas.”

Crazy ideas like dead people rising and attacking the living. Terry had told her not to tell anyone what was really going on outside. He made it clear, that the official narrative should be upheld, because they wouldn‘t believe her anyway. This was a haven, a shelter for survivors. Here, ignorant people were kept safe, the supposedly deserving few who would work for the betterment of mankind. Terry was right; telling them only brought ridicule and didn't help this teacher like her any better.

“Get out of my class and go back to the infected you keep talking about. For all I know, you are a carrier.”

Mr. Morrison poked his finger against Sarah‘s chest. She looked down at his finger. She shouldn‘t, but she would.

Sarah grabbed his finger and twisted. Mr. Morrison squealed, holding his hand with his index finger at an odd angle. Smiling, Sarah pushed Mr. Morrison, kicked him behind the knees, and floored him. He tried to crawl back up, his face red with rage. She kicked him again. The jocks in the back of class stood up, ready to help Mr. Morrison. Sarah stared them down, and whatever they saw in her eyes made them back down. Uncertainty flickered across their faces as they lowered themselves back into their seats. Sarah smiled and squatted near the teacher.

“Next time you mess with me, I‘ll kill you. Believe me, you wouldn‘t be the first.” She cast a look around the class. “Or the last.”

“You can‘t talk to me like this,” Mr. Morrison said.

“Yes, I can.”

Sarah punched his nose. The kids in the room jumped at the loud crack of breaking bones. Blood splattered. Oh, she was so going to be in trouble for this. Still, she couldn‘t stop smiling. The look of complete horror on her classmates' faces and utter terror on her teacher's was priceless.

She stood up and looked around the class one more time. She stopped at Priscilla, or Priss, as the jerk liked to call her. “Want to tag along?”

The girl sat with her elbows pressed to her sides and shoulders tense; however, there was also a twinkle of fascination in her eyes. Her mouth opened and quickly closed again. She wasn‘t that bad, a quiet girl who minded her own business most of the time. She didn‘t give Sarah any grief, and like today, she actually stuck up for her. Not that Sarah needed anyone to stick up for her, but it showed character and she liked that. Sarah wished she had valued these things earlier. She would have seen Ralph in a different light, and it might have spared her going out with a loser like Jake.

“Don‘t do it, Priss,” Mr. Morrison said.

Sarah saw Priscilla flinch at being called Priss by him. That name must tick her off, but her natural shyness probably prevented her from saying anything about it. Not that Sarah believed it would stop someone like Mr. Morrison from using it.

“Come on, Priscilla. You don‘t want to stay with these losers, do you?”

Why was she asking her anyway? No reason to get the girl in trouble with her.

Sarah turned, about to leave. Mr. Morrison kicked the floor to get away from her, sliding his butt back to his desk.

“Sarah, wait for me.”

Sarah glanced at the girl and nodded. Priscilla gathered her things. With her backpack pressed against her flat chest, she ran after Sarah. Once Sarah stepped outside the classroom, the room erupted in noise and movement. She didn‘t care to look; she signaled Priscilla to follow her.

“Sarah,” the short girl said, “where are we going?”

Good question. What was the plan? She hadn‘t thought things through, and had pulled Priscilla into her mess. What was she thinking?

Sarah sighed. She faced Priscilla. “Listen, you better return to class. I don‘t want you to get into trouble.”

Priscilla frowned. “Then why did you ask me to tag along?”

“Spur of the moment thing, I think.”

Priscilla furrowed her brows. A look of disappointment passed over the young girl.

Sarah felt like an ass for doing this to her. “Look, I wasn‘t thinking. I just lashed out… this… I don‘t know, Priscilla.”

“Please call me Priss. I just don‘t like it when he calls me that. Only my friends call me Priss.”

“Okay, Priss. I know it‘s too late now. I just want to go back to my cell.”

“Cell?”

“It‘s not big enough to be a room, and they once kept me locked in there.”

“Okay. Let‘s go hang out in your room, then.”

Sarah walked down to the end of the corridor. Priss tagged along. Sarah turned left, moved to the twin doors as if she was allowed to, and exited the school without permission. Another infraction she couldn‘t care less about. Outside, she went right and walked past the staff dormitories compound. At the cross point, left led to the gates, straight to the barracks, and right to the financial district. From this point, a bus went to the different districts. It was the only vehicle out this time of the day. The roads were nearly empty—only a few people on bicycles going to wherever their jobs demanded. Most people were inside working or doing whatever.

Sarah went right and walked for a mile to get to the shelter compound. On the fifth floor, she had a room. Most people in the shelter stayed inside. She had no idea who they were, having only caught glimpses of a few, and she had never talked to any of them. The glimpses she got were enough to discourage any meetings; these people were dead in their eyes.

“I hope you didn‘t mind the walk,” Sarah said.

“No, I actually enjoyed it.”

Yeah, another reason to like the girl. Sarah loved walking. She missed it almost as much as she missed Ralph. Well, that and freedom.

Sarah and Priss had walked in silence, but she was glad to have someone with her. So far, she had only Terry to talk to, but most of their talks were of the professional kind, him questioning her and her not really answering him. However, despite everything, he wasn‘t so bad, and it helped that he was handsome and not crazy like his brother, Anton. She used to call Anton Blondie.

Sarah‘s stomach cramped. This happened every time she remembered Anton.

She shouldn‘t have pulled the trigger.

And today wouldn‘t end well. Terry would certainly lecture her about what she did in class.

In the distance, the compound loomed. A gray, square building without windows. Four entrances to four different parts of the building, each section separated from the other and only sharing the top floor.

“You live in that building?” Priss asked.

Sarah smiled. It was difficult for a rich kid to understand that not everyone lived in wealth and splendor. “Change your mind?”

“No, no, of course not. It‘s just… I didn‘t expect that. My father told me… Well, never mind that. I don‘t mind. I guess if you live there, it must be okay.”

“Cool.”

To enter, Sarah had to use her keycard and she guessed the little machine would snitch that she wasn‘t in school. It would give Sarah fifteen minutes tops to spend alone with Priss—unless they let her be this time. Sarah chuckled as she opened the door. Like they ever would. The moment they stepped inside, the door shut behind them, and red lights started flashing. Priss raised her eyebrows in question.

“They don‘t mind you having visitors, do they?”

“The guards are coming to get me.” Sarah raised her passkey. “They get a ping every time I use this.”

Realization dawned on the young girl‘s face. She could be a beauty if she took care of herself. She always wore baggy clothes and her hair was unkempt. She was a short, skinny, young Catlady.

“Follow me,” Sarah said.

They took the elevator to her floor and her room. She used her pass to get in. The door locked behind her as the inside keypad turned red. Auto lock. No way to get out. They knew her whereabouts and most likely were on their way.

“Well, you are my first invited visitor. Sorry that I don‘t have cookies to offer you.”

Sarah showed her room with a flick of her hand. A bed, one tiny table, and one chair. A door led to the six-foot square privy and shower area.

Sarah sat down on her unkempt bed and patted next to her. “So what are we going to talk about? The newest boy band? The latest in fashion? Your boyfriends?”

Priss shook her head. “Why did you hit Mr. Morrison?”

“I guess I just don‘t like him.”

“I don‘t like him either, but I don‘t hit him.”

Yeah, Priss had her there. Not liking someone was no reason to hit him or her, and certainly not in the way she had hit Mr. Morrison. Then again, it was an improvement over killing. To be fair to Anton, it hadn‘t been just not liking him. The man had wanted to kidnap her, and who knew what else he wanted with her.

“I don‘t know. Maybe it was anger for being kept here against my will.”

“Why are you angry about that? Do you prefer to live outside the compact with the infected and die by their hands?”

“Please, Priss. You are a smart girl; it‘s why I like you. You know they’re not just infected people.”

“You want me to believe zombies exist?”

“I‘ve seen friends turn. I‘ve bashed their heads in. It was no infection. They were dead already.”

Priss shook her head. “It‘s the shock of needing to kill to survive. The infection turns people into raving lunatics. They’re still alive. My father and others are seeking a cure to help everyone.”

“Bullshit.”

Priss stood up briskly. “Don‘t say that. My father is doing his best to find a cure.”

“Maybe he is, but not one to save the people outside the walls.”

“No! The people—”

“They’re already dead!” Sarah said harshly.

Priss recoiled and raised her hands in front of her face as if to block a blow.

Sarah’s shoulders sagged as she slumped back on her bed. With her hands, she covered her face and sighed. “Please, Priss. You don‘t believe the crap they feed you at school, do you? Like the other kids?”

Sarah removed her hands to look at the girl. She stood with her back pressed in a corner. Eyes wide. Damn. She had scared her, and she didn‘t mean to. She liked Priss.

“Look,” Sarah said softly. “I‘m not mad at you. I‘ll never hurt you, okay? You do know that, don‘t you?”

Priss relaxed but still said nothing.

“I know it‘s difficult to believe what I‘m telling you, but it‘s the truth. I don‘t know why they feed you guys lies about what‘s going on.”

“Why would they lie?” Priss finally said. “You said yourself that you don‘t know why they would.”

“I‘ve seen it. Terry saw it. Anyone who has been outside has seen it. And I‘m the only one telling you about it.”

Priss shook her head. Sarah gave up convincing her. This wasn‘t someone not believing her; it was someone not wanting to believe her. Sarah had seen the doubt before in the girl‘s eyes. The others went about their lives, oblivious to what was happening, but Priss had become more drawn in lately. The eyes less shiny with ignorance.

Sarah had an outburst the first day they had forced her to attend classes. That was a month or so ago. The bastards were so confident that their brainwashing had worked that they didn‘t mind her spewing the truth, and they were right. No one believed her and the few like Priss who suspected something was wrong actively fought the truth.

Sarah sighed and stared at the door. When would they come bursting in?

“Never mind. It doesn‘t change a thing. We are trapped here, and whatever is outside is kept out. Infected crazies or walking dead, the same thing happens to you if you go beyond the walls—you die.”

Her face grew somber. Ralph. Was he still alive?

“I‘m sorry, Sarah. I want to believe you—I really want to—but what dies stays dead.”

“Ask the Christians and they’ll say otherwise.”

“Sorry, but I don‘t believe in fables either,” Priss said with a stern face.

No way would she win an argument with that girl. Sarah wondered again why she brought her along. She liked her, certainly more than the others, but despite the fact that Priss listened to her, she also wasn‘t budging. Oh well. Sooner or later, she‘d see it for herself. Whatever these people think they have, they‘ll not be able to keep it.

“Well, I wouldn‘t believe it either if I were in your place. Maybe we should talk about something else. Boyfriends? Do you have one?”

Priss fidgeted uncomfortably with her fingers and looked down.

“You don‘t have one? A pretty girl like you?” No answer to that. “Have you ever had one? You must have by now. You are, what, seventeen?”

“Sixteen.”

“And there is no one you like?”

Priss looked up, eyes red. She sniffled. It dawned on Sarah. “Not here. Outside?”

“Dad said he couldn‘t come along. I…” She lowered her head again and sniffed, holding the tears back. “He‘s probably infected by now,” she said between sobs.

Most likely dead. And most likely this was the reason why she wanted to believe the official story. It gave her hope.

“Hey, I‘m sorry. I didn‘t know. I didn‘t mean to upset you.”

Priss smiled a sad smile and shook her head. “Don‘t worry about that. I‘ll be fine. I‘m sure my dad will find a cure and everything will be okay.”

Sarah ached, knowing nothing would be okay, not today, not tomorrow, not ever again. Their world had ceased to exist. At least Priss had a father left. “I‘m sure it will. Don‘t mind me with my crazy talk.”

“Would you apologize to Mr. Morrison, then? Make things right again? I know he is an ass, but it would suck not having you in class.”

How had they come to this? Even if she wanted to apologize, she was certain it was too late to do so.

“Priss, I—”

The lock light switched to green and the door slid open.

“Dad?” Priss said.

A tall, broad-shouldered man with graying and receding hair stood in the door opening. Two black-clad soldiers stood behind him, their guns ready. All three were wearing hazmat suits. Her father's face was much like Priss's, though likable as hers was, his had a cruel edge to it. His mean eyes were fixed on Sarah. His lips formed a contemptuous curl.

“Bitch, you‘re going to pay for what you‘ve done.”

Sarah backed up on her bed, pressing her back against the wall, confused by the hate in the man's words. She never thought a teacher would mean this much to Priss‘s father, a scientist and administrator, one of the leaders of Haven.

Priss's dad slid his eyes toward his daughter. Distraught replaced the contempt and hate.

“I told you never to enter this building. No one ever should; nobody should even be able to, except this bitch.” He pointed at Sarah.

He cast Sarah a hateful glance. “You did this on purpose.”

Sure, they told her never to bring anyone inside, though what harm could it do? “She just wanted to tag along.”

“Shut your trap,” the father yelled. “Guards, take the trash out. Go through the decon room for safety‘s sake.”

Priss‘s father stepped out to allow the guards in. Sarah looked at Priss; the girl looked stricken. Sarah thought she would get a scolding, house arrest, but it seemed something much worse had happened. She didn‘t resist when the guards grabbed her. Each held one arm and dragged her out.

Sarah cast a look back
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