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Chapter 1: The One Who Smiled


Part 1: The Girl with the Rifle
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The first thing he saw was the butt of the rifle.

It swung through the air like a comet and caved in the reanimate’s skull with a wet, decisive crunch. Bone and gray matter sprayed across the floor. The thing dropped beside him, twitching on the tile. The girl who swung the rifle didn’t look at him—just stepped over the corpse like she was checking off a chore. Her blue ponytail was dark with sweat, her flannel shirt smeared with blood and something darker.

She raised the rifle again. Two more reanimates were staggering through the broken glass doors.

“You want to live?” she snapped, eyes fixed forward.

The guy from Jersey blinked up at her, still crouched behind the overturned table. His glasses were gone. One shoe, too. His sock was soaked with someone else’s blood.

“Y-yeah.”

“Then move.”

She fired once—crack!—then again. The echoes rang through the student center. Two bodies dropped.

They ran. The reanimates had been around for at least a year but they’d kept mostly to the cities and the news reports said the Feds had it under control. If this was under control, Matt didn’t want to see out of control. 

Outside, the campus green had become a war zone. Sirens still wailed somewhere far off, but the campus itself had gone unnervingly quiet. Cars sat abandoned at strange angles. A burning police cruiser lit the sidewalk in twitching orange, casting warped shadows as reanimates dragged themselves through the grass. Some were fast. Most weren’t. But all of them had that look—hunger wrapped in human skin. 

This wasn’t supposed to happen; KSU was supposed to be a green zone, Matt thought.

She moved with the caution of someone who’d hunted before. He stumbled after her, lungs burning, the slap of mismatched feet loud in his ears. His mind kept catching on snapshots: his roommate screaming in the stairwell. A girl he’d kissed once at a frat party lunging at him, teeth first. Her lips had still been glossy.

He wasn’t built for this.

She clearly was.

“What’s your name?” he asked between breaths as they slipped behind a maintenance shed.

She was already reloading. “Brielle.”

“I’m—”

“Tell me later...if you live long enough.”

They cut through the back of the kinesiology building. She grabbed a crowbar from a janitor’s closet and tossed it to him without slowing.

“Swing hard. Hit the head. Don’t wait to see if it worked.”

“I’ve never—I’m a computer science major.”

“And what? You think I majored in killing deaders? Fight or die, that’s your choice. You’ve had two years to grow teeth. Use ’em”

A shrill whoop shattered the moment. The fire alarm lit up the hall with a pulse of red.

Too late to figure out why.

The dead outside were already turning toward the sound like it was a dinner bell.

They fought through three more reanimates to reach her truck—a mud-crusted Tacoma with a cracked windshield and a rifle rack behind the seat. She drove like the devil himself was chasing them, tires screaming out of the lot, past the shattered Kennesaw State sign. The rearview mirror showed the campus shrinking into fire and shadow.

She didn’t speak until they were halfway down Chastain Road.

“You said you were from Jersey.”

“Yeah,” he managed. “Came down for school. Wasn’t expecting the zombie apocalypse.”

She didn’t laugh. Just kept her eyes on the road.

“I’ve got a cabin,” she said. “Up at Red Top. Wood Stove, well water, canned food. If we make it there before sunset, we might live through the night.”

“Might?”

She glanced at him for the first time. Her eyes were steady and pale. “You ever spent a night in the woods with things that don’t die easy?”

“Never spent a night in the woods. Slept in a parking lot once to buy concert tickets.”

She nodded. “Then yeah—might.”
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Part 2: Suburban Gauntlet
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The farther they got from campus, the quieter the world became. Not peaceful quiet—wrong quiet. Chastain Road, usually jammed with honking commuters and Chick-fil-A lines, was a mess of stalled cars and broken glass. Smears of something dark and sticky stretched across the pavement like crime scene brushstrokes. Brielle swerved around a wrecked sedan with a corpse slumped against the wheel. No seatbelt. No face.

Some houses still glowed from within. TVs murmured cartoons to empty rooms. A breeze rattled a wind chime over a porch smeared with red handprints.

One neighborhood had trash fires at every corner. Another had signs: STAY BACK and WE’RE ARMED in crooked, red-painted letters. Matt caught a glimpse of movement in an upstairs window—a silhouette, just watching.

Brielle gripped the wheel like she meant to strangle it.

“You think it is this bad everywhere?” he asked.

He’d told her his name—twice now. Matt. She hadn’t used it. He was starting to wonder if she ever would.

“Far as I can tell,” she muttered. “My cousin in Florida went dark last night. Group texts are chaos. Half the people say it’s a virus. Other half think it’s the end times.”

“What do you think?”

She hesitated. “I think we’ve got maybe two hours of daylight and one tank of gas. The only way to stay alive is to keep moving.”

He nodded, though it didn’t feel like much of an answer. Just something people said when they didn’t want to look scared.

The truck passed a subdivision that looked like it had been prepping for a party—streamers tangled in the trees, balloons drifting like ghosts across the lawn. A kid’s bike lay abandoned in front of a blood-smeared bounce house.

The silence buzzed in his ears.

At a clogged intersection near Acworth, the Tacoma lurched.

“Shit,” Brielle muttered, pulling over fast. She killed the engine.

Matt looked behind them. “What was that?”

“Could’ve been a body. Or a trap.”

They got out slow. The air smelled like ozone and old meat.

It wasn’t a body. A homemade tire strip—tent poles, nails, duct tape—lay twisted in the road.

The front tire hissed and slumped.

“Deliberate,” she said.

Matt stared. “So they’re not all dead.”

“No,” she said, scanning the rooftops. “Some of them are worse.”

He swallowed. “Should we talk to them?”

She looked at him like he’d just asked if they should pet a rabid coyote.

“You ever walk through a block controlled by a rival gang?”

“I grew up in Hope,” he said. “That’s...in New Jersey. My biggest threat was the HOA.”

“Then no,” she said flatly. “We don’t talk to them. Not unless you want to catch a round to the noggin.”

She popped the truck bed and pulled out a go-bag and a rolled-up camo tarp.

“Back way it is,” she said. “We cut through these houses. Stay low, stay quiet, and don’t argue.”

The homes were husks—empty of people, full of aftermath. A barricaded door made of duct-taped furniture. A shattered picture frame in the entryway. Flies buzzed around something slumped in the hallway.

In a baby’s room, the monitor still crackled static.

They didn’t talk.

Matt paused in one living room, staring at a wall of family photos: Christmas mornings, Little

League trophies, a golden retriever dressed as a pirate. A normal life. A life like his.

“They were just—” he started.

Brielle grabbed his sleeve. Not unkind, but firm.

“They’re gone,” she said. “You will be too if you don’t keep moving.”

He didn’t argue.

This time, he didn’t even look back.
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Part 3: The Thing That Didn’t Die Right
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They were back on the street when a scream split the stillness—ragged and wet, like a saxophone carved from lungs, played with agony instead of air.

They froze.

Breath hitched. Eyes scanned the shadows. The world narrowed.

It twitched beneath a flickering street lamp, half-shadow, half-nightmare. Maybe it had been human once. Now it looked melted—limbs too long, spine warped like plastic left in fire. Its joints bent the wrong way, jerking in bursts, as if yanked by invisible strings.

Its jaw gaped open obscenely. The hinges were shattered. Rows of jagged teeth lined a raw, wet hole that pulsed with breathless hunger. Behind the first row, a second set quivered, gnashing in spasmodic bursts like a meat grinder chewing on air.

The skin around its chest swelled and contracted, bulging like something alive writhed beneath it. Something trying to claw its way out.

Another cry echoed from the woods. Higher this time. More tortured.

“What the hell is that?” Matt whispered, voice trembling. His hands clenched the crowbar until his knuckles burned.

Brielle didn’t answer right away. Her fingers flexed on the grip of her gun.

“The wrong kind of dead,” she said at last. “We run. Now.”

They bolted.

Fences scraped their arms as they vaulted over them. Branches lashed their faces. Hedges clawed at their clothes. The yards blurred past in a chaos of motion and shadow.

The thing chased them with hideous speed—its gait jerky and insectile, limbs snapping forward in twitching lunges. It moved like a puppet yanked by something blind and furious.

Brielle spun mid-stride and fired twice. One round punched through its chest; the other shredded its shoulder in a burst of thick, tar-colored blood.

The thing didn’t stumble.

Its cry turned frenzied—part scream, part roar, part something Matt couldn’t name. He risked a glance and immediately regretted it. It was closer.

Too close.

Brielle stopped suddenly, pivoted, and fired again—this time low. The bullet tore through its knee. The leg collapsed sideways with a meaty crack. The creature crumpled, shrieking, but still it clawed forward.

Matt surged toward it, raw panic overriding thought. He screamed—an ugly, feral sound—and swung the crowbar with both hands.

It crunched into the creature’s skull.

Bone splintered wetly. Black fluid gushed out in thick pulses. The body jerked once, then lay still.

For a second, they stood in stunned silence.

Then Brielle grabbed his arm, and they ran.

They didn’t stop until the screams—the other screams—faded behind them, swallowed by trees and distance.

Matt finally collapsed to one knee, chest heaving, arms trembling violently. His face was pale, lips parted in disbelief.

“That...” He shook his head. “That wasn’t a deader; that was something from The Thing.

Brielle scanned the tree line. Her voice was flat and grim. “That was something trying to change—and getting it horribly wrong.”
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Part 4: Dead Air
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They pushed into the dense woods, branches clawing at their faces and brambles tearing tiny streaks of blood across their skin. Brielle led them down a narrow, twisting deer trail tangled with

long-dead kudzu vines, brittle yet sharp as razor wire.

The silence grew heavy, oppressive. Thick. Like sacks of mud on their chests.

All around them stood deaders, pale shapes camouflaged by shadow and trees, swaying in unison, like weeds underwater. Empty eyes glistened, tracking their every step. Their heads tilted slowly, synchronized, as if controlled by something unseen and malicious.

Matt’s breath shivered, his voice barely audible. “Why aren't they attacking?”

“Don’t know,” Brielle said through clenched teeth. Her eyes flickered from figure to figure, finger tense on the trigger. “Don’t wanna find out. Keep moving.”

They crept forward, nerves straining beneath the weight of each silent footfall. Every crackle of leaves beneath their boots echoed like thunder, each heartbeat painfully loud. When the trees finally thinned, opening on a gravel shoulder near the entrance to Red Top, their relief was short-lived.

Smoke curled upward from the distant ridge, dark and ominous against the pale, haunted sky.

Matt froze. “Someone else is here.”

“Survivors, maybe.” Brielle’s grip tightened on her weapon. Her voice dropped to a grim whisper.

“Or something worse.”
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Part 5: The Long Night
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They crawled beneath the skeletal remains of a collapsed hunting blind, the scent of mildew and rot thick in the air. No fire. No light. Just the weak starlight filtering through cracks in warped plywood and the sound of their own breathing. Brielle strung tripwire bells around the perimeter—tiny sentinels trembling in the dark.

Just past midnight, the bells chimed. Once. Twice. Then silence.

They froze.

Something moved outside—slow and careful. Not stumbling like a deader. This was calculated. A twig snapped. Then another. Each one spaced out like punctuation in a language meant to terrify.

It didn’t groan. Didn’t hiss. It circled.

Matt’s muscles locked. Breath shallow. He strained to hear. Nothing. Then too much. Then the silence again, wide and endless. Hours passed in that way—dragging behind eyelids that refused to close. Somewhere in the distance, an owl cried. But closer, nothing.

Eventually, the stillness began to lift. A dull gray light seeped into the sky, just enough to break the grip of night.

Matt swallowed hard. “That... wasn’t a deader.”

“No,” Brielle said softly, eyes on the treeline. “It wasn’t.”

Matt shivered and swallowed hard, the truth sinking in like cold lead. He’d never been cut out for country life.
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Part 6: Red Top
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At dawn, the cabin emerged from the mist like an apparition—hidden behind curtains of kudzu, windows boarded tight. Secure. Or close enough.

Brielle’s breathing eased as she slid a key from the chain around her neck. The rusted lock gave way with a reluctant creak. Inside, the air smelled of wood and gun oil. A cold wood stove sat in the corner. Cans and ammo lined the shelves. A dusty shortwave radio rested quiet.

Matt collapsed into a chair, legs giving out all at once. His face was pale, his breath shallow. Something between a sob and a laugh caught in his throat.

“I can’t believe we actually made it.”

“We haven’t,” Brielle said, scanning the room.

She tossed him the first-aid kit. “Wrap that foot. Boots in the closet. If you go septic, I’m not dragging your ass anywhere.”

Matt didn’t argue. He peeled off his shredded sock, trying not to gag. Pain flared. Shame followed—hot and sour. He’d come south for college. Now he was learning how to survive by inches.

Then—a thud. Heavy. Above them.

Dust sifted from the rafters.

They froze.

Another thump. Closer this time. Something heavy shifting its weight.

Matt’s eyes snapped upward. “No way,” he whispered.

Brielle didn’t answer. She slung the rifle, drew a knife, and climbed onto the counter. She tapped the ceiling with the hilt—once, twice. No response.

She reached for the pull-string. The attic hatch creaked open. A ladder unfolded, groaning with age. Dust spiraled down like ash.

She looked at Matt. “Stay here.”

“Yeah,” he croaked. “Good plan.”

Knife in hand, she climbed into the dark.

The attic was still. Air thick with cedar, mold, and something metallic. Shapes loomed—boxes, draped furniture, a half-finished deer mount.

Then—movement. Behind the boxes.

Brielle froze.

A soft, wet click.

She flicked her flashlight on just as it lunged.

It wasn’t human. Wasn’t quite deader either. Its face was worn down—cheeks stretched too tight, eyes clouded, mouth stitched shut with wire and hair. Its limbs were warped and broken, but it crawled fast. Hands replaced with makeshift claws—pliers, a screwdriver fused into flesh.

It moaned without breath.

Brielle kicked it hard, sent it crashing back. She dropped through the hatch. The thing tumbled after her with a fleshy thud.

Matt screamed and scrambled away as it writhed on the floor, leaking black fluid.

Brielle didn’t hesitate. One shot between the eyes.

Silence.

Matt stared, wide-eyed. “What the hell was that?”

She crouched by the corpse, inspecting the embedded tools, the surgical wire, the way its limbs had been reshaped.

“Somebody did this,” she muttered.

“You mean, like... experimented on it?”

“No,” she said, quiet and cold. “Like someone built it.”
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Part 7: Broadcast
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It took nearly an hour before they were calm enough to move. Matt found the strength to bury the thing in a shallow grave behind the shed. Brielle covered the cabin windows with blackout tarps, then turned to the shortwave radio.

It hadn’t worked in years.

Or so she thought.

But when she twisted the dial, it buzzed.

A faint signal. Static, then a voice—choppy, but human.

“...north of Allatoona... repeat, we are secured at Blue Ridge Dam. Survivors, do not approach cities. Major outbreak centers: Atlanta, Savannah, Macon...”

Matt bolted upright. “They’re alive. Real people!”

Brielle frowned. “That’s over an hour north. Mountain roads. If they’re still clear.”

“We have to go.”

“We have food. Shelter. Guns. You want to give that up for a maybe?”

Matt hesitated, then nodded. “Yeah. I do. Because if someone out there’s fighting back... then that’s where I want to be.”

She didn’t answer immediately; just stared at the radio, jaw clenched, like it was something she both feared and needed. “I’ll think about it.”
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Part 8: The Skin Man
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The next two days passed in uneasy truce.

They fortified the cabin, rationed food, scratched out possible routes north with trembling fingers and dull pencils. Brielle agreed—grudgingly—that Blue Ridge might be worth the risk. But not yet. Not blind. Not without intel.

The intel came sooner than either of them expected.

Near dusk, Matt caught movement in the treeline. A shadow. A shape. Too smooth to be wind.

Too cautious to be a deader.

He didn’t speak. Just pointed.

Brielle took the rifle, slipped out the back door, and vanished into the trees, low and quiet.

She circled wide, taking ten careful minutes to get close—close enough to see it clearly.

Not a deader. Not exactly.

The figure stood half-shrouded in kudzu, watching the cabin from a slope. It was tall, wrapped in shredded clothing and cables that shimmered faintly in the dying light. Its mask was a grotesque patchwork of human skin—stitched leather pulled tight across bone. Mouths sewn shut along the jawline. Extra eyes embedded like relics, mismatched and misaligned, staring without blinking. A crown of wires protruded from the scalp, tangled into rusted nails. It held a long staff in one hand—wood wrapped in barbed wire, crowned with skull fragments, bone charms clinking softly in the breeze.

It didn’t flinch. Didn’t speak. Just turned slightly as she approached, like it had always known she was there.

“You’re part of what made that thing in the attic?” she asked, voice low and steady.

The mask tilted, slow and deliberate.

Then it smiled.

Not with a mouth—those were sewn tight—but with the suggestion of one. The stitched lips pulled against the seams in a twitching arc. The embedded eyes sparkled, catching the light like marbles slick with blood.

Then it turned and slipped into the forest.

No rustle. No snap. Just gone, like smoke on the wind.

Brielle did not follow.

Her Nanna told her not to chase ghosts, and Brielle had every intention of obeying her. ‘You don’t chase ghosts, Bre-bre, especially ones who want you to see them.’

When she returned, Matt was still sitting at the fire, hunched over the radio, fingers twitching like he’d been shocked.

She sat beside him and told him everything.

By the time she finished, the fire had burned down to ash.
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