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  To the Berkeley Gang,

old friends & fellow journeyers

from earliest go-kart days and beyond
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Meeting Max


When I first saw Max Random, he was driving his go-kart right at me. 
He was also wearing goggles, so it was hard to tell if he was dead or alive.
Which is just about the worst thing to not know when the world is being taken over by zombies.
You wouldn’t know, either, if you’d just stumbled out of a helicopter crash, and your parents were gone, and there was blood all over your arms and face.
The blood was mostly mine. At least I was still alive.
I was also pretty sure, though, that zombies didn’t know how to drive.
I reached down for a piece of metal from the wreckage, just in case. It kept slipping through my fingers with all the blood on them.
The boy came right at me. Then slammed on his brakes.
“Not dead,” Max said, as he stepped out of the kart to look at me. “You should get in.” He still had his goggles on and was holding what looked like a spear gun. He set the gun down.
I dropped the jagged metal.
The blood was getting sticky on my arms. I looked around and didn’t say anything. I smelled smoke all around me. This had been a firefighting station, but there weren’t any firefighters anymore. Just me. Trying to be a survivor, thinking I’d just about failed whatever the test was.  “It’s a two-seater,” he added, not paying much attention to the burning copter a few yards away, or the flickering oil near my feet.
“Everyone’s…dead,” I finally managed to say in a cracked voice.
“You are not.” As I would come to learn, Max didn’t believe in using too many extra words.
Then I started to cry and would’ve kept crying, except that’s when I noticed that Steve, the other dad we’d been staying with, was crawling out of the copter wreckage behind us.
Which was not good since the crash had killed him a few minutes ago.
It meant he’d become one of them, a Z, and he’d been lying to us about those shots he was giving himself while we were hiding out in the cabins.
“Diabetes,” he’d said, when my dad confronted him. “Insulin.”
Instead, it was the Juice. But I didn’t learn about the Juice until later.
“Ennnghhh!?” Steve groaned, turning in our direction.
It was the same sound that Mr. Simmons, our principal, had made when he smashed open the classroom door and attacked our teacher, Ms. Cudahy. 
On that Tuesday when everything began.
It was a sound like air being forced out of the mouth and lungs.
The air had little flecks of blood and flesh in it.
“Nano-Z,” Max said.
I’d never heard that term before, but then we’d been hiding up here for the last two weeks. People were still inventing new slang, only now it was about the world ending. 
“Stay here.”
It felt like one of my ribs was broken, too. I wasn’t going anywhere.
He stood up—still with his goggles on—and lifted his gun. It actually looked more like some kind of homemade crossbow than a spear gun. But staring at it gave me something else to focus on besides the pain.
He pulled out a sharp metallic arrow that also looked homemade—like a scrap that somebody had tried to hammer into shape—cocked the bow, and walked toward Steve, who was jerking and shuffling toward us. He chomped his teeth over and over while licking his lips. Or maybe his tongue had been torn and wouldn’t go back into his mouth.
Max aimed the bow at his head.
Cracked ribs and all, I managed to turn away in time.
My dad and Steve had wanted to take their families away in the helicopters. They had known each other since before I was born. He’d been like an uncle. Or another parent.
“Careful,” Max said a couple of moments later, helping me into the back seat of his kart.
“Too late,” I mumbled, wincing as I sat. I looked up at Max’s face, or what I could see of it around those big, dark goggles.
He was a kid about my age—maybe a little older.
Of course, he was also a boy.
And I wasn’t.
Max buckled me in slowly. He was trying to avoid my chest, which was fine, since everything between my ears and my toes hurt, anyway.
“I just—sleep. Let me sleep,” I said. I wanted to shut out everything that had happened in the last few minutes. In the last few days.
He pulled his goggles up on his forehead, and for the first time, I could see his eyes. You could tell they’d seen more than any kid’s eyes were supposed to.
“Stay awake,” he said. “You have been hurt.” Few words, some of them obvious.
With the goggles back on, he turned a switch; the kart started up, and we began racing down the hill toward the freeways and the city.
Which seemed to be on fire, too. There weren’t any firefighters left where we were headed, either. But at least the smoke and flames kept me from paying too much attention to the coyotes eating bodies in the parking lot at the bottom of the mountain.
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Road Conditions


The coyotes stared at us briefly. I guess they didn’t see many people who were still alive anymore, either. Max actually nodded at them as he drove along the road at the bottom of the hill, heading the wrong way up a freeway on-ramp, onto the freeway itself. 
“No,” I said to him. I was kind of woozy and saw the red WRONG WAY sign, but that only applied when there was an actual working world around you. He kept driving, though not very fast. The road was littered with smashed-up trucks and burnt cars. I didn’t want to look too closely in case there were bodies.
Max drove around the wreckage like an obstacle course.
“No,” I repeated a little louder, trying to sit up.
“No, what?” he finally answered, driving slowly through a field of glass that had sprayed out of a flipped bus.
“Kids can’t drive…on freeways,” I said, like part of me was afraid we could still get in trouble. Though maybe that’s what I wanted, since that would mean there were still some kind of rules somewhere.
“The rules are different now,” he replied, like he was reading my mind.
And just in case there was any doubt about how different, that’s when we both saw a zombie stagger out of the bus wreckage onto the road in front of us. It was looking at us, or maybe smelling us, or using some other kind of sense cranked all the way up by the little nanobots in its blood. Though I didn’t know about the nanobots yet, either.
But I knew it wanted to eat us.
Its jaw clacked open and shut as it moved forward. There were traces of one of its previous meals in what was left of his beard. He also had a broken guitar stuck to him by a piece of strap that seemed to have fused to his body in the crash, with the ends flapping a little as he moved.
At least, I hoped it was a strap.
I wondered if the bus belonged to some touring band trying to get to a concert here in L.A. Maybe they were going to play at the Hollywood Bowl. I used to go there with my family on summer nights. We’d have picnics.
No more picnics.
Max couldn’t get away because there was too much wreckage around us. No room to turn around, and the only clear path through the twisted chunks of metal took us straight toward the Z.
So Max sped up and hit him.
I don’t know how good a plan that was. I mean, it worked, because Max’s kart was kind of like a cage on wheels with metal bars that wrapped all the way in front, jutting out like a bumper. 
We knocked the zombie to the side, but not before he grabbed at us, catching one of the outside bars just long enough to spin the kart in a different direction. Max jerked the steering wheel to try to keep control, but he drove right into one of the heavy bus tires in the road.
The impact spun us around—an almost unbearable pain shot through my chest—and Max had to jump out and shove the kart back onto the smooth part of the pavement. As he pushed it free, the zombie got back up and started to shamble toward us.
Except now he was missing an arm.
It was still gripping the side of the kart.
That’s when I started to scream. And by screaming, suddenly felt like I was waking up, hit by everything that had happened to me in the last hour, seeing it all happen over and over again, washing over me like I was drowning. Drowning in hot oil.
I kept yelling and crying, calling for my parents, while Max calmly whacked the zombie with a muffler he found on the ground. Then he had to keep me from getting out of the go-kart. I kept yelling, “No, no, no!” while Max kept hitting the Z I just wanted everything to stop.
But it didn’t. It kept going. And so did we.
Max took the next ramp off the freeway and started driving on city streets instead. They were pretty bad too, but at least we had room to drive up on sidewalks and lawns if we had to. We were going through Burbank, and with the afternoon about to become night, we needed a place to stay.
And I needed a place to rest.
We drove through the broken gates of a movie studio at the end of a dead-end street lined with falling palm trees. 
“We will look for a hideout,” Max said. “A place to watch the world but not be seen doing it.”
We drove under the big water tower near the entrance. The giant metal bulb cast shadows over us, and I wondered if Max watched those same old cartoons where a group of kids lived in that hollowed-out water tower and climbed out whenever it was time for a new adventure. 
Max slowed down. I was about to tell him there was no way I was climbing up there when I realized what he was looking at. It wasn’t the water tower.
We rounded the corner past some office bungalows and saw a giant wooden ship tilted over on a beach. A lagoon of water surrounded it. And a skull-and-crossbones flag flew from one of the masts.
I knew what this was. My mom had been working on it. They’d been making a new film version of Treasure Island when the zombie plague hit.
There were some little huts on the fake beach and a skeleton pinned to a tree by a sword going through its ribs.
“This looks like a good place to make plans,” Max said, pointing toward the little huts.
“Really?” I asked. “It’s all pretend, Max. It isn’t real.” Though I kind of wondered if the skeleton was.
“That’s all right,” Max said. “I make good plans.” And with that, he drove right toward the pirate ship.
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The Pirate


It wasn’t too far to the ship—but like the city roads, you could tell there’d been a disaster here too: Most of the windows were smashed, pieces of furniture and desks were thrown around outside, half-burnt chairs up on roofs, toilets ripped from their walls had been dragged outside near some vending machines, none of it making any sense. And there was stuff all over the ground, too, that shouldn’t have been there: people’s glasses, shoes, pieces of clothing–including underwear–along some wallets with loose money—which was all useless now, anyway. 
There were all kinds of stains on the clothing, too, that I didn’t want to think about. All surrounded by the usual haze and smoke.
I kept waiting to see bodies or Zs. How far did Max and I think we could go, anyway? It was stupid imagining we could survive the end of the world. I felt—and smelled—the air on my face as the kart jerked along and decided it would be easier to keep my eyes shut until whatever was waiting out there finally found us.
The air against my face stopped.
“We have almost finished navigating.”
My eyes stayed shut.
“We have almost finished navigating, but you can stay there if you want. Briefly.”
Max talked funny, like a substitute teacher who overdresses to show you how serious they are. I opened my eyes.
We were on what they called New York Street. That was how movie studios worked, or used to, before the scenery was all digits and programs. There were different areas built to look like parts of cities and towns: main streets, cute neighborhoods, town squares, buildings that looked like they could be from several countries at once, scary alleys, whatever they needed, to look like somewhere else. 
Then they could add details to make it look more specific—like the brands of soda on the billboards, or the name of the movie on the fake theater marquee on the corner, or headlines on a newspaper if the story was set in some year where people still read them.
And then they could film their car crash, or shoot-out, or kissy-kiss walk to the park, without ever having to leave Burbank or Hollywood at all.
Like you’d figure from the name, the street was supposed to look like a part of old New York, but they’d dug out a parking lot at the end of the street and filled it with water for a fake lagoon and added the pirate ship. There were huts on the other side, rising from a big strip of sand, to make it look like an island. If you kept your cameras pointed a certain way, nobody would know the difference.
We stopped because there was a fallen street light in front of us. It seemed to be part of a deliberate barricade, with pieces of wood and more office furniture piled up. Max was in front of the kart, trying to pull it all aside.
“We are almost to the safety of the island,” he said. He shoved more of the debris aside, then heaved, lifting the light—and nearly fell backwards. The entire pole slipped from his hands with a snikkt. He looked down at it then kicked it aside.
“It’s false,” Max said.
“Nothing is real here, Max. It’s all make-believe. Most of the metal you see is painted wood. The inside parts of the buildings aren’t even here. These are just the fronts—the insides are on a stage somewhere or inside a computer. There’s no real place to go in them.”
“Why?” Max asked.
“It was all part of the make-believe, Max. But if you’re going to make good plans, you should know. And that’s not an island over there; it can’t keep us safe.”
“No—why do you know all this? About films and empty rooms?”
I didn’t want to tell him why I knew—that was all still too raw. My mom edited movies, and my dad had worked sound before they had me, and then he tried writing them, making scripts but never got very far. So he got a job with the city instead, writing press releases and things like that.
All of it leading—like some bad story on TV—to that terrible short helicopter ride on the mountain.
I shook my head.
“What’s wrong?” Max asked.
I shook my head again.
Max got back in the kart and headed down the street. We turned the corner, and there it was: a stranded, tilted ship in a few feet of water. You could even see the name on the side: The Hispaniola. Like the book.
We stood by the edge of the pretend lagoon.
“We will have to walk it,” Max said. “The kart should stay dry.” He lifted out a backpack and stepped into the giant pool.
“Max! We can’t just…stay in those, either. The huts aren’t real. I told you.”
He pulled the goggles off, left them around his neck, and looked at me.
“No. Just tonight. We need someplace to be.” He turned and began walking across the lagoon.
I stomped after him, mad because even though it was fake, we didn’t know how deep the water went.
Well, the first step was a stomp. That hurt my ribs too much. After that it was like squishy tiptoes.
About halfway across, the water reached up to our waist. I bumped against something floating by and jumped, which made me hurt again.
It was a row of teeth. Dentures.
I didn’t want to know how they got there.
As I waded over faster to Max, we saw the pirate.
He came out of one of the huts with fuzzy gray hair and a scraggly beard. He was holding a rifle instead of a sword, and he aimed it right at us. 
“Halt right there!”
Just like a movie. Except that it wasn’t.
Some tiny part of me was actually grateful, though. Grateful, at least, that he wasn’t a zombie.
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Treasure Island


Max didn’t halt. He kept sloshing right on over to the man until he was a couple of feet from the end of the gun. “You should not be trying to scare us,” he said in his calm, exact way. 
The man stood there, puzzled. He was a bit scrawny and his stained blue jeans sagged on him. He wore a checkerboard shirt, but no eye-patch.
After a moment, he lowered the gun toward the ground. “You’re not more of them hellions, after all.” He shook his head. “I saw you come up in that little car. Guess I shoulda figured hellions can’t drive.”
“What is a hellion?” Max asked.
“Hellions don’t ask questions, either,” the man said.
“Then it is good that I asked. Do you live here?”
That’s when I realized that maybe Max lived in a different world than the rest of us. Where maybe everything falling apart wasn’t unusual. Maybe it was the escape that was familiar to him.
“I wouldn’t exactly call it livin’,” the man said. “Got a big wall behind me and a little lake in front.  Turns out the water disorients ’em a little. So, here I stay for now.”
I looked up at a giant blue wall behind the huts. It was the back of another building, and they’d painted it and put the fake island out in front. The blue background was so they could add the rest of the island in later with digital effects, when they finished the movie.
But this movie would never be finished. The wall had a new use now—to keep things from sneaking up on you from behind.
“We had hoped to stay the night,” Max said, as if we were checking into a hotel.
“Just one night?” the guy asked. “You got some particular place to be in the middle of all this?”
“We are going to find my father,” Max said.
We were? It sounded like “father,” but I couldn’t be sure my head was working right. I was feeling pretty faint, and he hadn’t said anything about it before. But then again, he’d only saved my life less than a couple of hours ago.
“Well, let’s not keep jawin’ about it out here,” the man said. There was a crash in the distance, like a garbage can had been knocked over, and the rifle twitched back up in his hand.
I hurried under the flapping pirate flag on the pretend ship and followed the frizzy-haired man across the strip of sand into the huts, as if they were real.
Once you got inside, you could see the wooden frames behind the pretend walls. There were piles of sandbags everywhere, which were normally used to weigh things down and hold them in place. In the corner another row of sandbags had been laid out like a bed, with an extra one stacked like a pillow and a pile of jackets on top that I guessed he used as blankets.
Scattered on the ground were some tools, like hammers and pliers, and tons of empty soda cans, food wrappers, pieces of candy bars, and some flashlights.
It was like this pirate guy was hiding in here playing “fort,” except that it was all real.
The lanky man set down the gun and dragged some sandbags up by the door, stacking them so the entranceway was blocked. There were boards hammered across the windows.
“Ain’t much room in here, but you’re welcome to it,” he said. Max nodded and set down his backpack.
I sat on the edge of the sandbag bed. There were a couple of folding director’s chairs like they have on movie sets. The man motioned for Max to sit in one, but he shook his head and kept standing.
I just wanted to lie down on the bed even though it wasn’t soft. I was tired.
“Are you…Long John Silver?” I asked. He didn’t have a peg leg or a parrot. But I meant, was he the actor? though I couldn’t get the whole sentence out. 
The man laughed, and I could see he was missing a couple of teeth, which seemed pirate-like.
“I ain’t one of these movie guys,” he said. “I was on a studio tour when everything broke loose.”
I noticed a little glowing light on the floor and brushed away some papers to find a small pile of smartphones. A few of them looked like they were still turned on, even though there wasn’t anyone left to text or send a picture to. I picked one up and peeled away a Twix wrapper that was stuck to it.
“Sorry for the mess,” the man said. He stepped toward me, and Max tensed up, starting to reach for one of the crossbow arrows stuck through his belt.
The man bent over and kicked away more of the clothes, papers, and empty ramen cups. Max dropped his arm.
“It didn’t occur to me there might ever be company,” he said. “You two are the first real people I seen in…days. Weeks, maybe.” He rubbed his eyes, and I couldn’t tell if he was crying. “Lord, what’s happened to the world?”
“The Zs,” Max said.
“Is that what you call them hellions?” the man asked. “Zs? But how? I mean, sure the world was on the skids, but like that? So fast?”
“How…how much of the world?” I asked. “Is it more than just…here?”
“That’s what I’m still tryin’ to find out. That’s why I got all these!” He was sorting through the different phones and tablets he’d collected. “I go around during the day, when the hellions move slower, tryin’ to gather up supplies.”
“Phones?” I asked. I mean, the food I understood. “Isn’t that stealing?”
“From who? The real sad thing is when you charge ‘em up, you can sometimes see the last messages they were tryin’ to send out.”
Max had been looking around the small space, but he turned his head sharply at that. “You can charge them?”
The man stood and pulled a strand of wires hanging near the window of the pretend hut like a wood chime. There was a flat, shiny plastic square at one end.
“Solar charger,” Max said.
The man nodded. “Found this too. Lotta fancy stuff in the offices around here. Hah! Probably had it ‘cause they were worried about losin’ power in an earthquake!” He shook at his almost-joke. “Now I can keep all’a these juiced up and get online and look for news.”
“There’s still news?” I got excited, but it hurt my ribs. “Can you call anybody?”
I tried to remember my aunt’s phone number in Sacramento.
“I keep tryin’, but nobody answers. Got a wrong number on one of ’em about eight days ago,” he said. “It was a lot of crying. I tried to ask ’em where they were, but then the line went dead.”
“Oh.” I felt sad again, and my ribs kept hurting, anyway.
“Some of the websites are still there, but I’d say it’s been even longer than eight days since there were updates. I’m tryin’ to find out what happened to LaGrange.”
“What’s LaGrange?”
“That’s where I’m from. In Wyoming. It’s about fifty miles out of Cheyenne.”
“Where’s that?”
“About one hundred miles from Denver,” Max said.
I’m alone, and I’m hurt, and I’m stuck with a show-off, I thought.
I laid down on the bed.
“I’m tired,” I announced.
I don’t know if they heard me. Max was saying something about the power grid and generators and servers and how they could work for a while, even when there weren’t any people around. I think.
I put my head on the hard sandbag pillow and closed my eyes. Somebody asked for my name, and I wanted to say “Aurora,” but it was already the kind of sleep where you couldn’t move.
And then I was outside, on Treasure Island, the sand was warm and real, and my aunt was there. I wanted to tell her she was the last one still alive, the last one from our family, but then she was wearing an eyepatch like a pirate, and when she opened her mouth, there were fangs.
I wanted to scream, but I couldn’t.
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Cantina


I woke up out of the dream violently. 
It felt like I’d only been asleep for a minute, but there’d been other Zs in the sand, not just my aunt, but my teacher Ms. Cudahy, right after she’d been bitten by Mr. Simmons. My friend Espie was there, too, and there was nowhere to run on the tiny island, so all I could think to do was jump in the water, but I couldn’t swim, couldn’t move my arms, and when I bolted awake, I was soaked.
It was sweat mixed with drying blood. I was shaking and everything still hurt.
“Are you okay?” It was the man from LaGrange holding my two hands in his. I didn’t want him to let go, but I didn’t want to be touched, either. I pulled away and curled up on the sandbag bed.
“Max and I were just talkin’ here,” he stepped back to give me some room, “realizin’ we didn’t get names and figurin’ it’d be polite to introduce ourselves, what with the end of the world and all.”
“How long was I asleep?”
“About twenty minutes, I guess.”
“It felt like twenty seconds.”
“Sorry to say there probably ain’t gonna be a lot of good nappin’ for a while.”
I nodded.
“Seemed like yours was pretty rough. That’s why I came over.”
“Thanks,” I mumbled. Then after a moment, I added, “Aurora.”
“What’s that?”
“My name,” I said. The man had talked about being polite, but I realized these were now the only two people in the world who knew my name.
“Aurora,” Max repeated, “like ‘Borealis’.”
“Close,” I said. “Aurora Bonsall.” Now they knew both names.
“Aurora Borealis,” Max repeated. “Easier to remember that way.”
“Well, Max seems not to have a last name at all,” the man said. “But I’m Leland Jeffords.” 
I listened to his story since it was a good way of keeping my mind off my own. At least for another few minutes. He hadn’t seen his brother, Burton, in twenty-five years. The brother had come to California to work in movies, and they hadn’t been in touch in all that time.
“You didn’t even text each other?” I asked.
“I didn’t even have one of those kinds of phones until I started collecting all these here.” He tapped the pile of phones with his foot, and another one of the screens flickered on. I could see the word “ARMY!” in another headline but didn’t want to read it.
“We didn’t even swap postcards. See, he was—well, he liked boys.”
Max and I looked at each other, not sure what he meant at first, until I figured it out. “Oh.” It was weird to think of that still being a big deal for some people.
“Yeah. That. Well, there wasn’t a lot of…that around LaGrange, and I didn’t quite understand it, and you had all these political types runnin’ around yellin’ about it too.  I guess he thought his family had turned their backs on him. And maybe we had. But then our parents died, my wife took a cancer, and…well, he was the only family I had left. So I finally come out to California to see him. It was him who left the tickets for the studio tour.”
“And the two of you were reunited?” Max asked. “That is what I hope to do.”
“No. We were supposed to have dinner after the tour. But that’s when this whole hellion thing started. We thought it was live actin’ from a TV show at first, you know, part of the show, until the first few people got ripped apart.”
“And you have been here since?”
“I guess. Pretty much right here, holed up. Waitin’ for—well, I don’t know what, really.”
“To leave?” Max asked.
“Maybe. But go where? I ain’t got anyone else I need to make amends to. And I never got to tell ol’ Burt I was sorry.”
“If you’re staying, why not go inside the office buildings?” Max said, gesturing to all the sandbags around us. “Safer than this.”
“Yeah, but it’s dark in there. And there’s still bodies. And, of course, bodies these days don’t stay where you leave ’em. Plus, when it’s full light out, I can run over to the cantina to grab more supplies
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