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      “It’s not that bad,” I lied.

      Mal’s leg was bent in two different directions at the knee. Surprisingly, there was no blood, but it looked terrible, and judging by the expression on his face, it didn’t feel much better.

      “You’ll be fine.”

      Mal winced in pain. “I don’t feel fine.”

      I glanced back at the canned food aisle where the creepers had rushed us from. Two of them now lay on the tile floor in crumpled heaps. The third one was further back, collapsed halfway into a display of canned beans. They were all well on their way to the land of decomposition. Their flesh was gray, turning dark and brittle around the open wounds. I could see their bones poking through the thin flesh. These creepers had been cooped up here for a while without anyone to eat. 

      The one in the canned bean display was still twitching. His jaw was hanging lopsided, and his left eye had been completely gouged out. I must have missed him before. Maybe the bullet had struck his spine or something. I didn’t think he was going to make it down to us, but I didn’t like the idea of leaving a creeper alive.

      Not wanting to waste the bullet, I picked up a can of tomato sauce. The other two were definitely dead, missing the backs of their heads. Those were Mal’s shots. Still, I gave the corpses a wide berth and approached the canned creeper. 

      He saw me coming with his good eye while maggots crawled around the open socket. I had already become desensitized to the horrors of the new world.

      The creeper started twitching violently as I approached, grabbing at the shelves. Maybe he could have pulled himself up if he had even half a brain. But I didn’t really want to find out.

      I dropped the can of tomato sauce on his head. I winced at the sickening crunch. It didn’t sound right. It was extra juicy because of the tomato sauce.

      I paused there, in the middle of the aisle, for a moment, listening.

      Before the end of the world, this had been one of those overpriced bodegas in midtown. They had everything you could want in the middle of the night: canned food, condoms, and freshly sliced deli meat. Although, judging by the smell, the deli meat wasn’t all that fresh anymore.

      Overhead, the fluorescent lights flickered. I was surprised there was still power this far into midtown.

      I didn’t hear anything. But that didn’t mean anything. There could be more creepers around here, but maybe they were too far gone to make it to the front.

      I went back to the registers.

      Mal lay on the floor, propped up against the closest checkout lane. If there was anyone else in here, we were gonna be fucked.

      “Freya, babe,” Mal said. “We’ve got a problem.”

      “I know,” I said. “I’m going to get an earful from Shaw.”

      Mal shook his head. “I don’t think Shaw’s going to get the chance.”

      He held up his right arm. The sleeve was torn from when the creepers rushed us. But now that things had calmed down I could tell it wasn’t just the sleeve that was torn.

      “Shit.” I dropped down to my knees beside him.

      Mal grimaced. “Yeah. One of them bit me.”

      Double shit.

      I carefully pulled back the torn sleeve. It wasn’t bad. It looked like the creeper had barely gotten his teeth in, but he had broken the skin, and that was enough. It was already bleeding, but not as bad as it was going to.

      “It’s okay.” I took a deep breath. “It’s okay. You have your shot.”

      Mal winced. “No, actually, I don’t.”

      “Mal! Fuck! Seriously?”

      He grimaced. “I didn’t think I was going to need it.”

      I waved a hand back at the creepers behind us.

      “I know!” He closed his eyes. “I fucked up.”

      “It’s fine.” I got to my feet.

      “Don’t-” he started.

      “No,” I snapped. “Just no.”

      “You need-”

      “I don’t need anything,” I said. “What I need is you to not turn into a fucking creeper.”

      I walked over to the front doors, where I had dropped my backpack. Mal didn’t have his shot, but I still had mine. No one was supposed to leave the Compound without one. I picked up my pack, and bandages fell out of a hole that had been torn into the back.

      I rummaged through the pack and found the small case. It was cracked. “Shit.” I tried not to panic. 

      “Babe?”

      I turned back to Mal and held open the case. The syringe sat inside, cracked, the green solution everywhere except where it needed to be in the needle.

      “Ah, fuck,” Mal said.

      I chewed my lower lip, thinking. “It’s okay.”

      “Stop saying it’s okay.”

      I glared at him. “It’s going to be fine.”

      Mal coughed. “That’s not any better.”

      “You have an hour.”

      “I have fifty-five minutes,” he corrected me.

      “Fuck. Right. Okay.”

      “No, not okay, Freya.”

      I started calculating. “Compound’s twenty minutes away.”

      “Compound’s twenty minutes away if the boat is there,” he said. “And the boat is definitely not going to be there. Plus.”He pointed to his broken leg. “It might as well be two days away. I can’t walk on this.”

      “You can’t, I can.”

      He looked at me like I was crazy. “No.”

      “I can get help,” I said.

      “No, you can’t.”

      “Twenty minutes there,” I said, doing the math. “Twenty minutes back. That leaves me with twenty minutes to spare.”

      “Leaves you with fifteen minutes.”

      “Right.” I shook my head. “Fuck. Shit. I can do this.”

      “The boat, Freya.”

      “The boat will be there.”

      “Not this close to sunset,” he said.

      “Well, it better fucking be because if it’s not, I’m gonna have to kick Jerry’s ass.”

      “Freya-”

      “I can do this. Less than twenty minutes. Hell, I do a ten-minute mile.”

      “You nearly die every time you do a ten-minute mile.”

      “Key word there is nearly,” I said. “You won’t even know I’m gone.”

      “Once you get back to the Compound, Shaw’s not letting you back out. Not at this time of day. Especially not to get me.”

      “I won’t let you die,” I said.

      He glanced out the window. “It’s almost sunset.”

      “I can make it back before then.”

      “No, you can’t.”

      “I can if you stop telling me I can’t.”

      “Freya.”

      “Shut up. I’m not losing you.” I checked the gun. It still had half a clip. “Here. You hang on to this.”

      “Absolutely not.” He tucked his hands behind his back.

      “No. We don’t know what might be around here.” I set the gun in his lap and grabbed the machete. “I’ll be fine.” 

      “Freya-”

      “I can do this. You’ll be okay. ‘‘

      He grabbed me by the wrist. “I’m not worried about me. I’m worried about you.”

      I glanced at the bite wound. Was it already bleeding more? “I can do this. I will do this.”

      I synced our watches. “Fifty minutes. I’ll be back in forty. All you have to do is lie here and enjoy yourself. This is perfect. You’ve always wanted to be a pillow princess.”

      Mal smiled. “This isn’t what I had in mind when I said that.”

      I gave him a quick kiss. “Me neither. I love you.”

      “I love you, too.”

      

      1st Attempt

      The Compound used to be known as Roosevelt Island. It was the first, and last location, they had cleared of the creepers. They gave up on the rest of Manhattan and left it to rot. I suppose it could have been worse. The French decided to just nuke Paris.

      Islands are great if you want to build a community safe from the creepers because, apparently, they can’t swim. For that matter, they can’t do much of anything, really. Except overwhelm you with their sheer numbers and then eat you, if you’re lucky. And if you’re not, you get away with a bite, and in less than an hour, you’ve become one of the undead yourself.

      I tried not to think about Mal losing himself.

      No one was supposed to leave the Compound without their shot. It’s the only thing proven to fight against the creepers, other than a bullet in the head. With the Cure, though, you get to rejoin humanity, more or less. The problem, the big problem, for it to work, you have to get the shot within sixty, fuck, fifty-five, minutes of being bitten. After that, the infection is too far gone, and the only shot that’s going to save you is a bullet to the head.

      Fuck.

      I tried not to imagine having to shoot Mal.

      I couldn’t shoot Mal.

      Fuck.

      I looked up at the intersection. 7th and 53rd. I could do this. It was a mile and a half back to the ferry. From there, a ten-minute boat ride to the Compound. And, fuck it, Mal was right. The minute I stepped foot back on the island, Shaw wasn’t going to let me leave. Shaw hated Mal, and, let’s face it, it was pretty stupid for Mal to come out this far without his shot.

      Fuck.

      Halfway down 53rd Street, I wanted to pick up my pace, but I can’t. I had to make it back here. And I needed to do it before sunset. 

      Nobody knew why, but after sunset, the creepers came out in mass. We lost most of Manhattan before we figured that one out. The Compound had a lot of rules, and the big one was that there was no boat after sunset. Even if I got Jerry to give me his shot and made it back here to Mal, there’s no way we’d get back to the boat before sunset.

      Fuck.

      Fuckity fuck fuck.

      Between Sixth and Fifth Ave, I had to slow down. I leaned forward, pressing my hands against my knees. I’m pushing myself too hard, too fast, too soon. I had to pace myself.

      After I caught my breath I realized something was wrong. There’s too much debris in the road. Cars are flipped over. Then there was that scaffolding collapsed across the street. I didn’t remember any of that from before.

      Because this wasn’t the way we had come.

      Shit.

      Mal and I had crossed 57th. The teams from the Compound had cleared and barricaded off 57th St and 59th for supply runs all the way up to Sixth Ave. Anytime someone wanted to make a run into midtown, we took 57th St. I wasn’t thinking. Barricades were the only way to make it through the city. Barricades dissuaded creepers, mostly.

      I needed to pay attention.

      I wiped my forehead, trying to figure out what I was looking at. I wasn’t going to be able to get around the scaffolding. It covered too much of the street. I spotted what looked like a tunnel running under it. That was a bad idea.

      I glanced at my watch. Already, ten minutes had passed. I didn’t have time to double back.

      But a makeshift tunnel through a wreck of scaffolding was definitely a bad idea. Unfortunately, I didn’t have another choice right now.

      I pulled the machete off the sheath on my back, tightening my fingers around the handle.

      Small enclosed spaces were the last place you wanted to be in the city.

      I heard that ticking clock again.

      Holding the machete in front of me, I entered the tunnel.

      It was dark. Not pitch black. But dark enough that it took precious seconds for my eyes to adjust. Ahead of me I could see the end of the tunnel. It looked like it opened right onto Fifth Ave.

      Fuuuuck.

      Fifth Ave was off-limits past 42nd.

      My heart pounded. I strained my ears, trying to hear something, anything, that would alert me to danger. But all I heard was my own rapid breathing.

      I was moving too slowly. Every step felt like it was taking an eternity.

      I was halfway down the tunnel when I heard it.

      It was a giggle.

      Shit.

      Creepers weren’t the only things in the city that were dangerous.

      I wrapped both hands around the handle of the machete and tried to keep myself calm.

      There were still people about. People that weren’t creepers. But they weren’t normal, either. Fuck, if I knew what they were. Everybody at the Compound just called them scavengers because there was only so much apocalypse any of us could actually deal with. They were feral. People who had basically given up on people. They had taken over most of Lower Manhattan, and there were groups of them spreading out. Some said they were as bad as the creepers. I didn’t know about that.

      It was because of these people that nobody bothered to try to save the city. Nobody wanted to fight both their undead and batshit crazy neighbors. It had to be one or the other. But we still had the Empire State Building and the Statue of Liberty so that’s probably why they hadn’t nuked us yet.

      At the second giggle, I broke out into a dead run.

      Something was running behind me and gaining fast. I couldn’t stop to look behind. Whatever it was, whoever it was, they were giggling.

      I burst out onto Fifth Ave and crashed into the back of an overturned SUV. I picked myself up and started running again, but I wasn’t sure where I was going.

      Fuck.

      There were overturned cars everywhere. And they didn’t look like they were leftover from the car crashes caused by the midnight rushes of the creepers.

      Fuck. Fuck.

      I whirled around, waving the machete in a wide arc. I did not have time for this shit.

      I should have turned back. Why the fuck wasn’t I paying attention before?

      The overturned cars weren’t just littered around like obstacles. They were lined up across the width of the avenue like a barrier, a barricade.

      And I was definitely on the wrong side.

      I wanted to scream.

      That was when the first bullet whizzed by me.

      “Shit!”

      Middle of the fucking creeper apocalypse, and even the crazies can somehow still get their bullets.

      I ducked and started running again. More bullets whizzing by. I’m in the middle of an open roadway. There’s no way they should be missing me.

      I ducked behind a blue sedan, using time that I did not have. Two more shots, the window of the sedan exploded.

      Fuckers were missing me on purpose.

      I tried to get my bearings, but all I could focus on was the tunnel I had just come out of.

      Shit.

      Shit.

      Shit.

      I got to my feet and ran.

      A whooping and hollering came somewhere above me. More bullets.

      Somebody got a lucky shot and hit the sedan’s gas tank. It exploded, tossing me back. I dropped to the ground.

      Fuck!

      I wrapped my arms across my head to protect it from the flames. That was when I realized I’d lost the machete.

      Shit.

      I lay for a second too long on the pavement. But I couldn’t stay out here in the open. They knew where I was. They had to. If I stayed here, they were going to kill me. Or worse.

      I slowly, too slowly, got to my feet.

      For a second, I was confused. Couldn’t remember which direction I was heading in. I didn’t have time for this.

      The whooping and hollering grew closer, lower now, closer to the street. That was a really bad sign.

      I picked a direction and started running again.

      More bullets.

      Pavement exploded in front of me.

      Jesus Christ, someone gave these fuckers grenades.

      Something blew up to my right. The blast caught me and sent me flying across the street, right through a storefront, the window breaking my fall.

      I blacked out.

      When I came to, I didn’t know how much time had passed, but I don’t think it had been long. I was still on the floor of the store, surrounded by broken glass. I checked the time on my watch, but it was shattered.

      “Shit.”

      I got to my feet slowly. I was bleeding from a dozen cuts. I realized I was not going to make it. There was no fucking way I was going to make it.

      I peered out the window.

      Fifth Ave was on fire again.

      The scavengers had come down from wherever they were hiding. They were dancing around in the flames like it was a rave at the end of the world.

      I didn’t even know if they knew I was here. 

      Blood dripped onto my face. I wiped it from my eyes and winced painfully. There was a cut on my forehead.

      I’m sorry, Mal. I’m not going to make it.

      I climbed out the window and stumbled onto the street. Everything was spinning around me. I couldn’t make out the details of any of the scavengers. They looked like shadows against the flames. Crazy-eyed shadows.

      I opened my mouth. I tried to say something, to tell them about Mal. But they’re not going to care. Whatever was left of their humanity, it’s not the compassionate part.

      I turned and stumbled east. I wasn’t going to make it, but I’ll be damned if I just laid down and died.

      There was a stabbing pain in my left foot. Every step made me want to scream. Maybe I was screaming. I’m not certain. I couldn’t hear much over the party around me.

      A shadow passed in front of me. It shouted something, but I couldn’t make it out. There was a ringing in my ears. I raised my hand and waved for the shadow to move. I have to help Mal. 

      I have to.

      I-

      Something pierced my left leg, and I dropped to the ground. I think I might be screaming again.

      The shadow stood over me, except it wasn’t a shadow anymore. It looks like a creeper, but the eyes are a dead giveaway. There’s nothing in a creeper’s eyes except hunger. These eyes? These have madness.

      Scavenger.

      I looked at my leg to see what happened and found a barbed arrow jutting out from it, blood gushing around the arrow.

      Fuck.

      The ringing in my ears got louder.

      Everything started spinning faster.

      I toppled back onto the pavement.

      The scavenger stood over me, screaming. He’s holding a blade. Fuck, I think it’s my machete.

      The blade comes swinging down at my head.

      Fuck.

      I’m sorry, Mal.
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        * * *

      

      2nd Attempt

      Mal grabbed me by the wrist. “I’m not worried about me. I’m worried about you.”

      What the hell?

      I glanced at Mal’s wound. Was it already bleeding more? I heard myself say, “I can do this. I will do this.”

      Didn’t I do this already?

      Mal looked at me with an expression that nearly broke my heart.

      I tore my gaze away from his eyes and synced our watches again.

      “Fifty minutes. I’ll be back in forty. All you have to do is lie here. This is perfect. You’ve always wanted to be a pillow princess.”

      Mal smiled. “This isn’t what I had in mind.”

      I gave him a quick kiss. “Me neither. I love you.”

      “I love you, too.”

      I stepped back outside onto 53rd Street.

      Okay. I was doing this again, I guess?

      I checked my left leg. There was no sign of the barbed arrow. I ran a hand across my forehead, but I didn’t feel any cuts. Had it even happened? Had I been dreaming? Maybe a nightmare? Or had I just been imagining the trek?

      I shook my head. I didn’t have time to think about what it meant. I had a second chance.

      I wasn’t going to cut across 53rd this time.

      As soon as I reached Sixth Ave, I turned and broke out in a dead run. I shouldn’t be running this fast. I still needed to pace myself, that hadn’t changed.

      But…

      There were flashes now. Flashes of my death? I didn’t know, and I didn’t want to know. I ran until it felt like I was going to drop over, gasping for breath.

      I got to 57th and started heading east.

      By then, I was dripping with sweat and gasping for air. This wasn’t going to work. I was coming up on Fifth Ave, and there was no way I could pause to catch my breath. I pushed through, darting across the street, and finally collapsed on the sidewalk between Fifth and Madison.

      This wasn’t going to work.

      According to my watch, only fifteen minutes had passed this time. 

      I wasn’t going to make it like this.

      I kept sucking in air, trying to get my heart rate back down to a reasonable beat. Spots formed in my vision, threatening to black me out. Fuck that.

      I got back to my feet, pressing myself against the front facade of what used to be a tourist trap shop for support. My mouth felt like the damn Sahara. I needed water. Why hadn’t I brought water with me?

      I squeezed my eyes shut and regretted that immediately. Flashes of the scavenger bringing my machete down on my head assaulted me.

      I opened my eyes and counted to ten, taking in a deep breath through my nostrils. Slowly, too slowly, I felt my heart rate drop. The spots in my vision were gone. I was still thirsty, but I didn’t feel like I was going to pass out.

      I wiped the sweat from my forehead and checked the time. I had wasted almost five minutes.

      Fuck.

      I started moving east again at a light jog. I made it past Park Ave before I ran into a problem.

      Creepers. At least ten of them, probably more.

      I hung back, taking cover behind an abandoned MTA bus. 

      The creepers were milling about in the middle of the street. About half of them looked fresh, the other half were basically skull and bones. Every so often, two of them would bump into each other and there was a weird, guttural growl between them. I spotted probably another dozen or so farther down by Lexington. 

      There were too many of them. I looked up at the upper floors of the buildings on 57th. Sentry posts didn’t start until Third Ave. There was nobody up there that was going to notice a herd of creepers gathering.

      Nobody up there who would help me.

      Where the fuck had they all come from? 57th was supposed to be barricaded off all the way between Sixth and First. 

      I brushed the hair from my face. Fuck, it didn’t matter, I needed to get past them, and I needed to do it now. I could cut up to 58th and cross over there. The boat was docked at 61st anyway. Although 59th was partially barricaded.

      My watch told me I still had forty minutes left, but that wasn’t going to mean shit if I didn’t-

      A hand burst through a broken window on the MTA bus, grasping at the back of my head. I screamed and jerked back, feeling a chunk of my hair pulled out.

      The hand was covered in open sores and wounds. The rest of its arm didn’t look much better. And the vacant eyes of the owner told me what I already knew.

      I pressed a hand to the back of my head and scampered away from the bus. The creeper inside flexed his hand at me, but he couldn’t seem to figure out how to move the rest of his body.

      Unfortunately, that wasn’t a problem for the herd. At the sound of my scream, they had all started lurching towards me.

      Shit.

      I pulled my hand away from the back of my head, it was covered in blood. That wasn’t going to help either.

      I start running again, bolting down Park Ave.

      I risked a glance behind me and was surprised to see that more than a couple of the creepers had enough life left in them to chase after me.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      The stitch in my side was coming back with a vengeance.

      Panic settled in and I turned down the next street, desperate to throw them off my trail. If I moved fast enough, I could make it to Lexington before the herd caught up and lose them crossing over there.

      I slipped through a puddle and nearly face-planted onto the sidewalk. But caught myself at the last second, grabbing hold of an abandoned taxi for support. I hauled myself back up and risked a glance behind me. The creepers were gaining.

      Fuck, I wasn’t doing this right. I needed to stay ahead of them, but that wasn’t going to happen. 

      I gasped for air. I just needed a minute.

      A new series of sounds exploded ahead of me. Engines. Multiple engines.

      Fuck. I wasn’t going to get that minute.

      Motorcycles. Six of them raced out of 59th St. The riders wore helmets. I couldn’t see their faces. But it didn’t matter, I knew who they were.

      Two of the bike riders raced past me and fired off tear gas at the herds. That would keep them off balance long enough for me to get some distance.

      A rider squealed to stop in front of me and helped me onto the back of the bike. They didn’t say anything and neither did I. I couldn’t. I could barely breathe.

      By the time we reached the dock, I had caught my breath and was feeling almost normal again. The ferry was here. Finally, something in my favor. I checked the time. Thirty-five minutes. It had taken us less than five minutes to get from Park to here.

      My savior took off their helmet. It was Vasquez. Of course, it was her.

      “You,” she said in her thick accent, “are in a lot of trouble.”

      “You don’t know the half of it,” I replied, getting off the bike. “I need your shot and bike.”

      Vasquez looked at me like I had just asked her to help me single-handedly clear Manhattan of creepers. “Absolutely not.”

      “Mal’s been bit,” I said. “He left without his shot, and my mine got trashed in the attack. I’ve thirty minutes. I do not have time to argue.”

      Vasquez gave me a bitter laugh. “Girlfriend, that’s about all you have time for. You’re not going back there. None of us, not until tomorrow.”

      “What?” I looked up at the sky. “There’s still over an hour until sunset. With your bike, it’ll take me five minutes to get to Mal. Please.”

      Vasquez just shook her head, walking her motorcycle back up the ramp to the ferry.

      What the fuck?

      I looked around, identifying the rest of the bikers. Bernstein, Lawrence, Phillips, Sebastian, and Lucidena. Now that my heart rate was almost normal again and I didn’t have the immediate threat of creepers coming down on me, I was starting to notice some things.

      None of them should be out here. They provided coverage for the supply run team. That’s it. They didn’t just leave the Compound for no reason. But there wasn’t a supply run for another week. What the hell were they doing here? I shouldn’t have run into them at all. I should’ve…

      Honestly, I should have been dead.

      Why wasn’t I dead?

      I shook my head.

      I could think about that later.

      I needed to get back to Mal. If Vasquez wouldn’t help me, maybe Bernstein would. He didn’t like anyone, but of all the people he didn’t like, he probably disliked Mal the least. Also, he was known to usually carry two doses of the Cure with him all the time, even when he was on the Compound.

      I brushed the sweat-soaked hair from my face and approached him. “Bernie!”

      He looked up from his bike and started to smile. Then, his expression instantly went blank. He looked away, suddenly focusing on his bike.

      What the actual fuck?

      “Freya.”

      Shit.

      I froze, then turned in the direction of the new voice.

      Shaw stood at the top of the ramp, looking at me like I was her greatest disappointment. She made her way down from the ferry, her gray hair, pulled back in its usual tight bun. I often wondered if maybe that was the source of her problems. Her hair was pulled so tightly it gave her a literal headache.

      “Care to explain yourself?” Shaw asked.

      I took a deep breath and tried to keep myself from jumping right to the shouting. “Mal and I-”

      She cut me off with a disgusted noise. “Of course. You’d follow that little shit anywhere.”

      I literally bit the inside of my cheek to keep from snapping back. “Look, we, I need help.”

      Shaw stepped to the side and gestured to the ramp. “You’ll get your help back at the Compound. Let’s go.”

      “No, Mal needs help now.”

      Shaw made a show of looking around. “Well, I don’t see him, so whatever help he needs, he’s going to have to figure it out himself.”

      “Shaw-”

      She abruptly moved forward and raised her hand to slap me. “I am your mother.”

      I instinctively shrank back.

      Shaw looked at her raised hand, like she was almost surprised at the gesture. Her jaw twitched and she slowly lowered it.

      “I am your mother,” she said again, her voice lower and with a forced softness.

      I swallowed. “Mom.”

      “The lengths to which I have to go to get your respect.” She shook her head. “We can discuss this later. Get on the boat.”

      I didn’t move. “I can’t, not yet. Mal’s been bit.”

      “So?”

      I stared at her. “He’s been bit. He’s going to turn into a creeper.”

      “Yes, I understand that,” she replied flatly. “Good riddance.”

      I gaped at her. “Good riddance?”

      “I don’t believe I stuttered.”

      “He’s been bit!” I shouted.

      ” You keep saying that like it’s supposed to make a difference.”

      “It’s supposed to!”

      “I told you,” she said, raising her voice over mine, “that he was a bad influence.”

      A bad influence? I wish I could say I couldn’t believe I was hearing this. “What the hell does that have to do with anything? He’s a part of this community. He’s one of us.”

      “And now he’s one of them,” Shaw said. “He knew the rules.” She jabbed a finger at me. “You knew the rules. You shouldn’t have been out here in the first place. What have I always told you?” She smacked the back of her hand against her other palm. “Actions have consequences.”

      “But this one doesn’t have to,” I pleaded.

      Shaw looked at me with cold eyes. “And then, how would you learn?”

      Shit.

      I looked around, suddenly very aware of all the very human people I was surrounded by.

      I held up my hands. “Mom-”

      Shaw slashed her hand through the air, cutting me off. “Shut up. Get on the boat.”

      “No,” I said, standing my ground.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “I’m not getting on that boat,” I said. “Not without Mal.”

      She glared at me. Her cheeks were turning a deep crimson. This was a bad idea. I shouldn’t be doing this in front of the others. I would be safer facing down that creeper herd than calling out Shaw.

      “Child,” she hissed through gritted teeth. “You will get on that boat. And you will do it of your own free will, or I will have you carried onboard.” She jerked her head at Phillips and Sebastian.

      They were the two of the group that were the most fiercely loyal to her. The two who weren’t bothered by taking orders from a megalomaniacal middle aged woman. And the two who didn’t have any qualms about manhandling young women who wouldn’t listen.

      I risked a glance at my watch. Thirty minutes left. I could still do this.

      “I’m not leaving Mal behind, not while he still has a chance,” I said. “I just need one dose.”

      “And who would you like to sacrifice themself for your precious little boyfriend?”

      I glared at her.

      “Because that’s exactly what you’re asking for,” Shaw said. “You want one of us to give up our life for his, Freya. That’s how this works.”

      “No, it isn’t. There’s plenty-”

      “Actions. Have. Consequences. Now get on the fucking boat. Or as God is my witness, I won’t be held responsible for what happens next.”

      I jerked back as if she had raised her hand to smack me again.

      Sebastian and Phillips stepped up.

      “I’m not doing this,” I said, my voice shaking.

      “And I’m not going to let my only daughter rot on this island.”

      I turned and lunged for the nearest bike.

      I wasn’t thinking about what I was going to do next. I didn’t have time to think. I had to act.

      It didn’t matter.

      Sebastian grabbed me before I even made it two steps.

      Shaw sighed. “Damnit, Freya. I don’t know why you make me do this.”

      “I’m not making you do anything,” I said, struggling against Sebastian’s grip.

      “You’ll feel differently in the morning,” Shaw said and turned to head up onto the boat.

      What the fuck was that supposed to mean?

      “Stop fighting,” Sebastian grumbled.

      “Fuck you,” I slammed my head back into his face and nearly passed out from the pain. The wound from where the creeper had yanked out my hair was still tender and, more importantly, still bloody.

      And when you’re living in the creeper apocalypse, everybody’s paranoid about blood that isn’t theirs.

      “You bitch!” Sebastian’s grip loosened. And he pulled a hand from me to check his face. It was all I needed. I twisted out of his other hand and ran for the bike.

      There was a gunshot. A piece of the dock to my left exploded under the bullet.

      Sebastian was shooting at me!

      Another gunshot.

      “Stop!” Shaw screamed. “Stop!”

      I reached the bike and risked a glance over my shoulder. Sebastian’s face was covered in blood, and his nose was bent at a bad angle. His eyes had gone crazy.

      “You bitch!” he screamed again.

      I might have made a mistake.

      “No!” Shaw shouted.

      I got on the bike and started the engine. The tires squealed as I spun the bike around. I tightened my grip on the handles and revved the engine.

      And then I bolted.

      Another shot, and the rear tire exploded.

      The bike immediately spun out of control and fell over, pinning me to the dock. The front tire of the bike was still spinning and its momentum threw us across the dock, until we spun off into the water.

      I tried to free myself from the motorcycle, but my foot was stuck. The water of the East River filled my lungs, and I sank. 

      Around me, blood streamed from my body in hazy pillars.

      My chest convulsed.

      I’m sorry, Mal.
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        * * *

      

      3rd Attempt

      Mal grabbed me by the wrist. “I’m not worried about me. I’m worried about you.”

      What the fuck? I was back here again?

      I clutched at my chest, still feeling the ghost of the East River filling my lungs.

      Shit.

      I sat back on my heels, trying to organize my thoughts.

      Did my own mother just let me die?

      “Hey,” Mal said, cupping the side of my face.

      I blinked. “Sorry.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      I blinked. “You’re really asking me that?”

      “Your mind went somewhere else. You’re not here.”

      “Trust me, I’m definitely here,” I said. “Here is the place that I am the most right now.”

      “Freya-”

      “I got this,” I assured him. “Trust me.” I synced our watches. “Fifty minutes. I’ll be back in forty. All you have to do is lie here. This is perfect. You’ve always wanted to be a pillow princess.”

      Mal rolled his eyes. “This isn’t what I had in mind.”

      I gave him a quick kiss. “Me neither. I love you.”

      “I love you, too.”

      I got up and then paused, looking at the gun in his hand. “You know what? I’m going to take that this time.”

      “This time?” Mal echoed.

      I swapped out the gun with the machete. “I’ll explain it later. If I can. Maybe.” I shook my head. “Fifty minutes. I’ll be back.”

      I made sure to grab the water before I stepped out onto 53rd Street. And I didn’t immediately run. In fact, for a solid minute, I didn’t go anywhere.

      I needed to think about this.

      My mother let me die?

      No, that wasn’t the part I needed to think about. In fact, I needed to bury that part as deep as I could and pretend it never happened. Because, honestly, it didn’t.

      But I did keep dying. Twice. But in trying to keep Mal from dying, I died. Was that how it was supposed to work? Did I need to sacrifice myself to save him?

      I shook my head. No, absolutely not. There had to be another way. There had to be something I was missing.

      First time I did this I ran into the scavengers on Fifth Ave. Scavengers who were never this far uptown. Where were they going?

      The second time, Vasquez and her team ran into me. That was bothering me. What were the odds that I’d run into them as well?

      Shit.

      I was doing this all wrong. I needed a plan.

      And maybe I finally had one.

      Vasquez and the supply team found me on Park and 59th. So I jogged down 53rd and then up Sixth until I reached 57th. I paused there for a moment, remembering the herds on 57th. Somewhere past Fifth, the barricades came down.

      I tried to do the math. If Vasquez and the team were coming from the dock on motorcycles, where would they be ten minutes from now?

      I looked up at the buildings. Most of them were filled with creepers. That’s the thing that nobody wanted to think about. Manhattan had a population of over a million when the virus hit. Sure, a lot of them were out in the streets. But this was a city that had also dealt with the pandemic a few years prior. A weird disease spreading through here, reanimating the dead? Most Manhattanites defaulted to their previous pandemic behavior and just locked themselves up, hoping that the virus would pass them by.

      It didn’t, of course.

      What I needed to do was separate Vasquez from the rest of the group. Lucidena and Lawrence I didn’t know too well. Bernie tried to stay neutral as much as possible. Phillips, of course, was one of Shaw’s. And Sebastian, well, now I knew what a coldhearted bastard he could be. But Vasquez and I had known each other since we were kids, since before the end of the world. That had to mean something. And if I could get her away from the others, maybe it would.

      I jogged across 57th. I didn’t want to use the gun. Gunshots would just bring more creepers. So would the motorcycle engines, but at least with those, you could outrace the undead.

      In the distance, I heard the motorcycles.

      My pulse quickened.

      I think I had a plan. It wasn’t a good plan. In fact, if I shared this plan with anyone, they’d most likely tell me I was out of my mind. And, to be fair, I had just lived through two different deaths, so maybe I wasn’t thinking very clearly.

      I positioned myself in the middle of 58th between Lexington and Park. Two minutes later Vasquez and the others appeared with a lot less drama than they had the last time.

      I waved them down, careful to make sure they could differentiate me from the creepers and the scavengers.

      Vasquez pulled up alongside me and took off her helmet. “Freya?”

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      “For what?” she asked.

      “For this.” I pulled out the gun and pressed it to her forehead. 

      Vasquez’s eyes widened. “What the hell?”

      I raised my voice so the others could hear. “The rest of you turn around and head back to the dock.”

      None of them moved.

      Fuck.

      “Don’t do this, Freya,” Vasquez said. Her voice sounded steady, but I could hear it threatening to crack underneath. 

      I sympathized with her. I didn’t like this plan either.

      I took a deep breath. “I’m not fucking around!”

      One of the bikers pulled their helmet off. It was Sebastian, because of course it was.

      “Listen here, little girl-” he started.

      “Okay, well, calling me a ‘little girl’ is just going to get you shot first,” I snapped.

      Sebastian scowled. “Shaw sent us out here to bring you back. She didn’t specify bringing you back alive.”

      “You want to test that?” I asked him. “Because it’s definitely not going to go the way you think it is.”

      “What the hell are you doing, Freya?” Vasquez hissed. “This isn’t going to help you.”

      I flexed my fingers around the gun. She was right, of course.

      “Go back and tell Shaw-” I cut myself off. “Tell my mother that if she wants me to come back, she’s going to have to come get me herself.”

      The others still didn’t move.

      I caught Vasquez’s eye. Her mouth bent into a frown.

      “Go,” Vasquez said to them. “I’ll be fine.”

      There was another pause, but this one was shorter. One by one the bikers turned and headed back. Sebastian lingered.

      “We can have a rematch later,” I said.

      “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” he growled.

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

      “Sebastian, get the fuck out of here!” Vasquez snapped.

      Sebastian grumbled something under his breath, but in the end, he left, too. I waited until their motors had died away, and I was certain they weren’t coming back. Only then did I lower the gun.

      Vasquez rubbed at the side of her head where I had been pressing the barrel. “Your mother?”

      “I figured you’d catch that,” I said.

      “Yeah, it wasn’t subtle.”

      I slipped the gun into my waistband. “Sorry. I didn’t know what else to do.”

      “For starters, you could have not left the Compound.”

      “Mal’s hurt.”

      Vasquez stared up at the sky. “Damnit, Freya.”

      “I know.”

      She looked at me. “I told you this would happen.”

      “I know.”

      “And you didn’t listen.”

      “I know.”

      Vasquez shook her head. “You know what the problem is? Nobody likes Mal. That’s the problem.”

      “Well, they’re going to like him a lot less as a creeper.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      I looked around nervously. Had her voice drawn any interest?

      She scoffed. “Oh, now you’re worried?”

      “Look,” I said. “I got enough of this last time.”

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “Like I told Sebastian, you wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

      “What the fuck were you doing out here?” she asked. 

      “Making bad decisions,” I said.

      She laughed. “That’s a hell of an answer.”

      “It’s been a hell of a day,” I said. “Will you help me?”

      She glanced back in the direction her team went. “When Shaw finds out…”

      “Fuck Shaw,” I said.

      “Easy for you to say,” Vasquez replied. “She actually likes me.” She nodded to the back of her bike. “Get on, let’s go.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “Don’t thank me yet.”

      We rode across 57th.

      We crossed Madison Ave. This was going to work. I just knew it. Third time was going to be the charm.

      Then, the front tire exploded.

      The motorcycle flipped forward. I flew off, slamming sideways into an abandoned cube truck. My head exploded in pain.

      Everything went dark again.

      I opened my eyes slowly. Everything was blurry and loud. I couldn’t focus on anything. It sounded like the ocean was roaring somewhere in the distance. Something was burning off to the corner of my vision. My head was pounding.

      Pressing a hand against the side of the cube truck, I slowly got up. It felt like I’d been hit with a sledgehammer. 

      Where was Vasquez?

      I took a few careful steps away from the truck and immediately regretted it. Everything was spinning again.

      Squinting helped my vision, but not by much. The fire was the motorcycle.

      Where was Vasquez?

      I turned my head too quickly and nearly threw up.

      There was a figure on the pavement near the sidewalk.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      “Vasquez,” I croaked.

      The figure didn’t move.

      Shit.

      I stumbled over.

      My vision was slowly clearing, but the sound of the roaring ocean was getting louder.

      “Vasquez,” I said again, dropping down next to her.

      The side of her face had been completely scrapped away by the sidewalk. I could see her cracked skull poking through her blood-soaked hair.

      I turned my head and vomited.

      Fuck.

      This was my fault. This was…

      I slammed my fist into my leg. I needed to focus.

      Mal.

      Mal was still alive.

      I looked at Vasquez.

      “Shit,” I said. “I’m sorry.”

      It sounded hollow.

      I reached into her jacket and found the small, black box there. Its surface was scratched. I popped it open and there was the syringe, filled with that beautiful green liquid.

      I got to my feet and wobbled.

      Then, I stared at her for another minute, wondering if I should do something or say something.

      Then Vasquez rolled over.

      Her remaining eye was blank. Her jaw flapped open and closed. Her bloody right hand, the bones of the knuckles exposed, reached for me.

      I didn’t even think.

      I pulled the gun and put a bullet between her eyes.

      The cure wouldn’t have helped her, I told myself. There was no way she could have survived with injuries like that. It would have been a waste to give it to her. Not like Mal.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered again, discovering a level of self-hatred I hadn’t known was possible.

      The roaring ocean was so loud now.

      I turned and started back towards Fifth Ave.

      That pounding sound was back.

      And that’s when I realized it wasn’t a concussion.

      The explosion had drawn the attention of the creepers inside the buildings. They were banging on the windows, groaning loudly and hungrily at the sight of me.

      Shit.

      I started hobbling as quickly as I could.

      Above me windows began to break under the pressure of the bodies. And then the creepers began to fall.

      Like apocalyptic raindrops.

      My knees were screaming, but I didn’t have a choice. I started running. Too many of the fallen creepers were getting back up.

      I wanted to cry.

      I pushed through the pain and made it to Fifth Ave, where I found the herd from 57th.

      A desperate sob escaped me, and I turned to run down Fifth Ave.

      My left knee threatened to give out and I nearly dropped to the ground in front of what used to be a cute little bakery. I remembered this shop. Not this specific one, but the brand. Shaw used to take me here for my birthday.

      Dead hands reached out for me through the broken window. One of them chomped at my face, and I jerked away at the last second, blindly pushing past the others. They were fresher than I realized. Scavengers. Former scavengers.

      Shit.

      But it gave me an idea.

      I turned and raced down Fifth Avenue. 

      In the distance, I spotted the barricade at 53rd.

      I could do this. I had to do this.

      I wasted precious seconds checking to make sure the creepers were still chasing after me. They were. I barreled down towards the scavengers’ encampment.

      I didn’t have to wait for long. Somebody on the other side of the barricade saw the horde of creepers and started throwing grenades.

      I pushed myself even faster, desperate not to get caught up in the explosions.

      At the last second, I turned down 54th and kept running.

      Behind me, I heard the gleeful psychotic laughter of the scavengers.

      My knees were starting to wobble, but I didn’t slow down. I couldn’t.

      I could barely breathe by the time I reached 7th. Each breath was a frantic sob that brought a sharp pain to my chest.

      My knees threatened to go out again. I couldn’t run anymore and had to hobble down to 53rd.

      I was almost there.

      It felt like I left Mal a lifetime ago.

      I stumbled across 53rd, and there it was, the bodega.

      Mal looked up as I entered.

      “Freya?” he gasped. His skin was pale, and he was covered in sweat. How much time did I have left? I looked at my watch, but it was cracked.

      “I’m sorry…” I collapsed next to him.

      “Freya,” he said again. “What the hell happened?

      “No.” I shook my head. “Just here. I did it.”

      I opened the case and pulled out the syringe.

      “You’re hurt,” he wheezed.

      “Let’s keep you from joining the undead, and then we’ll worry about me,” I said and jammed the needle into his chest.

      He jolted upright and yelped.

      “Fuck!” Mal looked down at the syringe poking out of his chest. “You could have warned me.”

      Almost immediately, color began to return to his skin.

      Mal plucked the syringe from his chest, wincing slightly. He looked at me. I was covered in blood and bruises, drenched in sweat, and barely conscious.

      “Freya, what happened?”

      I tried to say something, but I couldn’t form the words. I just shook my head. I dragged myself closer to him and rested my head against his shoulder.

      “Five minutes,” I managed to whisper.

      “I don’t know that we have five minutes,” he said. “I heard explosions.”

      “Just five minutes,” I mumbled.

      “Freya,” he said.

      I closed my eyes.

      Five minutes. I just needed five minutes. That was all.

      Just five…
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        * * *

      

      4th Attempt?

      Mal grabbed me by the wrist. “I’m not worried about me. I’m worried about you.”

      Well, fuck…
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      On Halloween night, “Echo” wakes to find herself in an abandoned house, tied down to the floor in the center of a pentagram. Surrounding her are five strange men. She’s naked and marked with bloody symbols. Candles light the room. And the men chant something in Latin (at least that is what she guesses). She screams at them to release her. One of the men grabs an ax and lunges at her. But he trips, and the blade slices the restraints on one of her arms. It’s all she needs. Echo grabs the ax and defends herself. The men flee. She frees herself and runs.

      A woman driving home from taking her kids trick-or-treating rescues Echo from the side of the road, gives her a blanket, and takes her to the police station. Once there, she’s taken in for an interview. Only thing is, she can’t remember who she is or how she wound up there. In fact, she can’t remember anything before tonight. They ask if she’s drunk or on drugs but Echo doesn’t think so.

      And then an officer reports back. They checked the house; it was empty. No sign of the men. Nothing remained of the ritual aside from a little candle wax. Maybe it was simply a little Halloween game that went sideways? Echo can’t remember.

      But the police don’t seem to think there is a crime and they send her on her way. Echo has no idea where to go. So one of the cops drops her off at a homeless shelter. Echo spends a miserable night there, but come morning, she still doesn’t have her memory back.

      She notices an advertisement for a private investigator on a bus bench. She figures out where his office is and solicits his help. Tanner usually doesn’t take cases pro bono, but Echo’s has him intrigued. He’s never worked with an amnesiac before. First off, he provides her with a temporary name (Echo) and then gets her an appointment with his doctor. She’s checked over (physical examination, blood work, urine test), and there’s no evidence of a head injury or any other kind of attack. The Doctor tells her not to worry; she might have suffered some psychological trauma. Or ingested some drug. Her memory will most likely return. If it doesn’t, he recommends she consult a psychologist.

      Next Tanner checks her fingerprints against the database. They get a hit for a woman by the name of Ruby Turner. But it turns out she died over forty years ago. So either they have highly similar fingerprints (maybe they are related?), or there was a glitch in the database.

      Echo’s never heard of Ruby, but as she can’t remember anything about her past, so maybe they are related. When she and Tanner dig into Ruby’s past, they uncover some disturbing information. Turns out Ruby murdered five teenage boys before taking her own life.

      

      The doctor contacts Tanner and reports that Echo’s blood and urine came back clean. Whatever caused her amnesia, it wasn’t a foreign substance. Echo gets more despondent, wondering if she’ll ever figure out who she is. So Tanner sends her picture to the media, posts it online, wanting to see if anyone can identify her.

      For the first few days, they don’t get any legitimate hits (it’s mostly perverts offering to take her off his hands). But then Daniel gets in touch, claiming Echo or “Carey” is his girlfriend. They were in a car accident on Halloween night, and she wandered away from the wreck. He’s been frantically looking for her ever since.

      Tanner can’t find any information about the car accident. But Daniel definitely has a photo of him and Echo together that he sends to Tanner for proof. So they arrange to meet with him.

      There’s an aura of familiarity between Daniel and her, which leads Tanner to believe the man is telling the truth. But as soon as Daniel has Echo alone, she spots a photograph of him with four friends. She recognizes one of them as the man with the ax. And then Daniel tries to kill her. Once again, she fights back and kills him in self-defense. She disposes of his body and then reaches out to Tanner, telling him what happened.

      He wants to call the police, but she refuses. Not as long as Daniel’s friends are out there. She wants to understand why they want her dead. They wind up arguing and part ways. And Echo continues her investigation. She figures out who each of the men are. One seems to have left town for a week, so she begins following the other three. But any time she approaches or confronts them, they turn on her, attacking her. And Echo is forced to kill them.

      Meanwhile, Tanner has noticed that dead bodies are piling up and he suspects Echo is getting revenge. He manages to get a hold of the fifth man and pays him a visit. And then he gets the whole story. On Halloween night, the five men gathered in the abandoned house and decided to play a stupid prank and attempt to raise Ruby Turner from the dead (not that any of them believed they could). They were successful. But any attempt to make it right and send Ruby back to her grave has only resulted in their own deaths.

      By now, Echo has tracked down the fifth man and finds him with Tanner. She overhears their conversation but doesn’t believe it. That is until she finds she’s unable to stop herself from killing the last man. And when Tanner tries to stop her, she kills him too.

      And now that she knows who she is, Ruby is free to hunt again …
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