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    To my three sons,

You are the reason I keep going when the work is hard and the nights are long.You are my strength when I feel weak and my joy when the world feels heavy.

Every word I write carries a part of my love for you.Every story is a prayer that you always know who you are in Christ,how deeply you are loved,and how powerful your purpose is in God's plan.

May you chase God with brave hearts,stand firm when life shakes you,and never doubt the light He placed within you.

This book is for you…and every dream still ahead of you.

With all my love 

      

    



  	
        
            
            My prayer for every reader is the same one I hold for my children—may you always walk in faith, even when you cannot see the road ahead.
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CHAPTER 1 — The Night the World Went Silent
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Killeen, Texas

0430 hours

The world smelled like smoke and endings.

Staff Sergeant Krayton Miles crouched low behind the shattered frame of a mailbox, his boots sinking into soot-coated grass. The night sky glowed a toxic orange where houses burned at the edges of the neighborhood. A roar of distant explosions mixed with the broken, animalistic screams of the Diseased—once neighbors, once friends, now twisted by a plague that stripped the mind clean and left only violence behind.

The last neighborhood in Texas was dying.

Behind Krayton, seven remaining soldier families waited in breathless silence. Mothers pressed trembling children to their chests. Fathers held rifles and kitchen knives with equal desperation. Helmets were smeared with charcoal to hide reflections. Every face was covered behind smoked visors or taped-over goggles.

Because one moment of eye contact—just one—meant infection.

Krayton pressed two fingers to the side of his visor, switching to the lowest brightness on his HUD. The shadowy street flickered into a clearer view.

He whispered into the radio clipped to his vest.

“Eyes down. No eye contact. Move on my word.”

A faint crackle answered him, followed by the soft voice of Corporal Hernandez.

“Copy, Sergeant. Families ready. But we got movement on your three o’clock.”

Krayton didn’t turn his head—turning increased the chance of catching a stray reflection. Instead, he looked through a compact mirror taped to the mailbox post. The mirror was angled downward, reflecting only knees and shadows moving across the pavement twenty yards away.

Three Diseased.

No... four.

They moved like broken marionettes, limbs jerking, bodies twisting as though their bones remembered human life but their minds did not. Their skin carried a chalky gray tone, and their eyes—thank God the smoked visors blocked it—burned with sickly golden light. The plague lived behind the eyes. It searched for anyone foolish enough to meet its gaze.

And it spread in seconds.

Krayton’s voice was steady as stone.

“Hold. They’re sniffing the air.”

He prayed silently—words formed from instinct, not thought.

Lord, blind them. Let them pass us by.

Hide us beneath Your wings.

A breeze rolled down the street, carrying ashes with it. The Diseased froze mid-step. Their heads snapped upward, nostrils flaring like wolves sensing prey.

Krayton tensed.

Behind him, someone gasped.

A baby gave the faintest whimper.

The Diseased shrieked. They lunged toward the sound.

“GO! MOVE! MOVE! MOVE!” Krayton barked, breaking from cover.

They sprinted.

Families rose from the shadows like ghosts, staying low, faces to the ground, following the trail Krayton had memorized over the past hour—between broken cars, around collapsed fences, across the side yard where the Wilsons once had summer cookouts before they turned.

Krayton kept to the front. A toddler—Tali, his three-year-old daughter—clung to the front of Aanya’s chest in a silent snuggle sack. Tali’s small fingers gripped her mother’s collar, face buried to avoid any chance of accidental eye contact with anyone, living or dead.

“Daddy!” Micah, Krayton’s 14-year-old son, hissed behind him. “Three incoming! Fast!”

“Don’t look up!” Krayton snapped. “Use your mirrors!”

They held compact mirrors at chest height, angled outward—showing only shadows, shapes, positions. Nothing reflective enough to reveal eyes.

A Diseased barreled from the left.

Krayton grabbed Micah’s vest and pulled him into the grass as the creature slashed at the air inches above them.

Gunfire thundered—

“NO! HOLD FIRE!” Krayton roared.

Gunfire meant echo. Echo meant more Diseased. More Diseased meant death.

The monster skidded on its knees, claws scraping the pavement. Its golden eyes swept the space above their bowed heads. The thing sniffed, confused, sensing heartbeats but unable to locate them.

Krayton’s whisper trembled with faith, not fear.

“Father, confuse their senses. Turn them away.”

The Diseased staggered backward. Its head jerked to the right, then it screeched and sprinted away toward another sound—maybe a collapsing house or the wind knocking over debris.

The group exhaled as one.

Aanya’s voice crackled in Krayton’s earpiece.

“Krayton... we can’t keep running like this. We need a stronger route. The kids—”

“We’ll make it,” he whispered. “Stay behind me.”

They approached a four-way intersection. Four bodies lay there—neighbors they had once shared holidays and laughter with. Their forms twisted, frozen in final terror. A trail of bloody footprints led away.

Krayton lifted his fist.

The group halted.

He lowered a rectangular mirror from his vest, using it to check each corner without ever raising his head.

Shadow. Shadow.

Two Diseased at the far edge.

Another climbing a streetlight like an insect.

“We can’t cross this,” Hernandez whispered. “We’re boxed in.”

Krayton breathed deeply.

He felt fear at the edges of his mind.

But underneath it... peace.

A quiet voice in his spirit.

Turn left. Take the narrow lane. I’ll make a way.

He didn’t question it.

“Left lane,” Krayton ordered.

“But Sergeant—” Hernandez began.

“Left,” Krayton repeated firmly.

“We trust the Lord’s direction, not our fear.”

They slipped into the narrow alley. Diseased screams rose behind them, echoing in a chorus of rage. But none followed.

When they reached the end of the alley, a truck barricade blocked the road—but just wide enough to crawl beneath.

Krayton grinned.

“Thank You, God.”

Aanya touched his arm.

“You think this is really the way out?”

“I don’t think,” he replied. “I know.”

As they crawled under the barricade, Tali let out a tiny giggle—an innocent sound that pierced the night like a sunbeam through storm clouds.

Hernandez glanced at Krayton.

“How can she laugh at a time like this?”

Krayton adjusted his grip on his rifle.

“Because she doesn’t see the world’s danger. She sees our faith.”

The last of the families squeezed beneath the truck.

They regrouped—exhausted, shaken, but alive.

Krayton checked the street.

“Neighborhood perimeter clear,” he whispered. “We’re leaving Killeen tonight.”

“And going where?” Hernandez asked.

Krayton looked west toward the dark horizon—toward Brewster County to Fort Bend National Park.

Toward the safe zone.

“Home,” he said softly. “Where the Lord leads us.”

Behind them, their neighborhood burned.

Ahead of them, the dead roads of Texas waited.

And with one final glance—head down, visor smoke-black—Krayton Miles stepped into the darkness to save everyone he could.
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CHAPTER 2  The First Lost Soul
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The world beyond the barricade was too quiet.

Krayton raised a fist, signaling a silent halt. Seven families froze in formation behind him, their breaths short and shallow, the Texas night thick around them like a wet blanket. Smoke still drifted from the ruins of Killeen behind them, but ahead was nothing but empty lots, dead streetlights, and the long stretch of highway that would eventually lead toward Brewster County.

The sky was a deep maroon, clouds rolling low from distant fires.

Corporal Hernandez wiped sweat from his brow and whispered, “I don’t like this, Sarge. It’s never this quiet. They’re usually everywhere.”

Krayton adjusted his smoked visor.

“Then stay sharp. Quiet can be mercy... or a trap.”

Aanya shifted Tali against her chest. The toddler squirmed, her small hand pressing against her mother’s heartbeat.

“Babe,” Aanya murmured, “Micah and Ezekiel are getting tired. They’ve been running all night.”

Krayton looked back.

Micah, fourteen, held his rifle properly, jaw tight, sweat streaking down his cheeks.

Ezekiel, eleven, gripped a makeshift spear with both hands, knuckles white.

His boys. His brave, frightened boys.

“Ten more minutes,” Krayton whispered to Aanya. “Then we rest.”

They moved down the road in a staggered column. Every shadow looked wrong. Every overturned truck felt like a watching eye. The Diseased didn’t breathe like normal humans—Krayton strained his ears for the signature rasping, the wet-clicking sound they made when they searched for targets.

But he heard nothing.

He didn’t relax.

A soldier’s instincts never lie.

After a few hundred yards, they reached the empty remains of a rural grocery store—half-burnt, front windows shattered, carts strewn across the parking lot.

Krayton motioned for the group to gather behind two abandoned cars for cover.

“We rest here,” he announced quietly. “No noise. No eyes up.”

Families slumped down, exhausted. Some children cried into their parents’ sleeves. Others sat numb, too dehydrated for tears.

Micah sat beside his father, leaning his back against a dented minivan.

“Dad?” he whispered.

“Yeah?”

“What happens... if we don’t make it to the safe zone?”

Krayton faced him, visor down, voice steady.

“Son, we’re not dying out here. Not tonight. Not ever, if God has anything to say about it.”

Micah swallowed hard.

“You think He still sees us? After all this?”

Krayton placed a firm hand on his shoulder.

“He’s never taken His eyes off us. Even when the world goes blind, God doesn’t.”

Micah blinked fast—half wanting to believe, half too scared to commit.

A scraping noise echoed from inside the grocery store.

Everyone froze.

Krayton raised his rifle.

Another scrape. A clatter.

Something falling over inside the dark building.

Hernandez mouthed, “Diseased?”

“Possibly,” Krayton murmured. “Possibly not.”

Shuri Patel—the pregnant wife of Specialist Patel—whimpered softly. Her husband put a protective arm around her shoulders.

“We can go around,” Hernandez whispered. “Avoid the store entirely.”

Krayton nodded slowly.

“Yeah... unless someone’s alive in there.”

The soldiers exchanged looks.

Hope was dangerous.

Hope got people killed.

But Krayton felt that same inner stirring he’d felt at the alleyway—subtle, insistent.

We don’t leave the living behind.

Aanya knew that expression and touched his arm.

“You’re going in, aren’t you?”

Krayton lowered his head. “I can’t ignore it.”

Hernandez sighed heavily.

“Then I’m coming with you. We stick together.”

Krayton lowered Tali’s blanket to kiss her forehead, then stood and gestured to the formation.

“Hold your position. Keep eyes down. If you hear screaming—run south. Don’t wait for us.”

Micah grabbed his sleeve.

“Dad—don’t go alone.”

“I’m not. I’ve got God and Hernandez with me. That’s enough.”

He and Hernandez approached the smashed entrance quietly, rifles at low-ready, mirrors angled outward. The darkness inside felt thicker than any night sky—heavy, unnatural, like standing at the mouth of a cave full of wolves.

Krayton whispered,

“On three.”

Hernandez nodded.

“Uno... dos... tres.”

They slipped inside.

Broken aisles lay toppled over each other. Cans rolled across sticky floors. The lights flickered weakly, buzzing like dying insects.

A faint dragging sound came from somewhere near the back—slow, rhythmic, like something crawling.

“Left side,” Hernandez said quietly. “Near frozen foods.”

Krayton crouched, scanning the space through the angled mirror.

He expected a Diseased.

He did not expect what he saw.

A man—barely alive—lay on the floor in torn ACU pants, clutching a blood-soaked bandage on his abdomen. His eyes were squeezed shut. He wasn’t Diseased.

Not yet.

Krayton rose quickly and hurried to him, keeping his visor angled away.

“Hey! Soldier! Stay with me.”

The man gasped in relief, coughing blood.

“Y-you’re... real. Thought I was dead.”

“Not today.” Krayton knelt, checking him over. “What’s your name, soldier?”

“PFC Winston... 1-8 Cav...” His body trembled violently. “They’re out there... watching... I didn’t look at them... I swear—”

“You did good,” Krayton said, motioning Hernandez to help. “We’ll get you to the others.”

But Winston grabbed his arm suddenly.

Hard.

“H-hey—easy, Private,” Hernandez whispered.

Winston’s eyes opened for a split second.

Only a second.

But it was enough to reveal a faint golden shimmer in the whites.

Oh no.

Hernandez inhaled sharply.

“Sergeant—”

Krayton froze.

Winston’s voice shifted—warped and guttural.

“Run... before I... hurt you...”

Then his pupils dilated.

His breath ripped into the wet-clicking rasp of the Diseased.

The infection was seconds away.

Winston convulsed violently.

Bones cracking.

Muscles spasming.

He was transforming.

Right at their feet.

Krayton shut his eyes tight and whispered a desperate prayer.

“Lord... guide my hand.”

Hernandez raised his rifle.

“Krayton—we gotta go. NOW!”

But Winston’s spine snapped backward with a sickening pop. His hands clawed the tiles. His skin mottled gray. His transformation accelerated.

No time.

Krayton grabbed the mirror.

Winston’s golden eyes flashed in it—searching, hunting.

The transformation completed. He lunged.

Krayton didn’t hesitate. His knife struck true.

Winston went still.

Silence filled the store again.

Hernandez exhaled shakily.

“Dios mío... we almost brought him back with us.”

Krayton wiped his blade and whispered, shaken,

“We don’t bring death into the camp. Not ever.”

They stepped out of the store slowly.

The families looked up—fear on every face.

Aanya rushed to him.

“Krayton—what happened?”

He didn’t answer immediately.

Instead, he knelt before his sons, placing a steady hand on each of their shoulders.

“Boys... listen carefully.”

Micah and Ezekiel swallowed hard.

“In this world now,” Krayton said softly, “we show compassion. We save who we can. We honor the fallen...”

His voice darkened.

“But we never hesitate when death comes for us. Understand?”

Micah nodded slowly.

Ezekiel’s eyes glistened, but he whispered,

“Yes, sir.”

Krayton stood and faced the group.

“Pack up. We’re moving. We’ve already lost one soul tonight. We won’t lose another.”

Behind them, faint screeches rose from the grocery store.

The Diseased had smelled fresh death. And they were coming.
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CHAPTER 3 Shadows on the Highway
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The screams grew louder behind them.

Not human screams. Not anymore.

The Diseased howled like wolves trapped in broken human bodies—high-pitched shrieks mixed with guttural, bone-grinding growls. Every creature that had once been a neighbor, a friend, a soldier, now moved on all fours or staggered in jerking motions that snapped their limbs at impossible angles.

Krayton motioned sharply.

“Move! Stay tight. Eyes down, heads low.”

The families hurried into formation, clutching their supplies, carrying sleeping toddlers, dragging old duffel bags across the broken asphalt. Tali whimpered into Aanya’s shoulder, sensing the rising terror in the air though she didn’t understand its meaning.

Aanya whispered soothingly, “Shh, baby girl, God’s with us... God’s with us...”

Behind them, from inside the grocery store, something crashed violently through a shelf.

A second scream joined the first.

Then a third. Then dozens.

Hernandez cursed under his breath.

“You kill one, and the whole hive wakes up.”

Krayton didn’t look back. “Then we run.”

They sprinted across the dark parking lot and toward the county road. The faint moonlight glowed off the pavement, and in the distance the long stretch of empty highway looked like a tunnel carved into pure darkness.

The group made it across the first hundred yards before Krayton dared a glance behind.

Shapes spilled out of the grocery store like insects pouring from a broken nest.

The Diseased.

They crawled across the pavement at inhuman speeds, bones popping in and out of joint as they contorted their bodies, jaws open wide enough to snap a human arm in half.

Hernandez’s voice trembled.

“Jesus help us...”

Krayton felt that same ancient fire rise inside him—faith sharpened by war.

He shouted, “‘Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for You are with me!  “Move! MOVE!”

The families drew strength from the verse, from the leader who spoke it with the authority of a warrior.

A distant echo answered him—a chorus of Diseased screeches.

They were coming fast.

Ahead, two burned-out Humvees blocked the road like skeletal barricades. They’d have to climb over or squeeze through.

“Go through the middle!” Krayton ordered. “Single file! Stay low!”

The adults passed the kids through first. Patel, the young specialist, lifted his pregnant wife through the gap with trembling hands.

“Easy, Shuri... easy...”

Micah climbed next, then Ezekiel. Aanya handed Tali to Krayton, who slipped her through the open frame before climbing himself.

As he lifted his leg through the gap, a sound sliced through the dark—

SCRAPE. SCRATCH. CLICK-CLICK-CLICK.

A Diseased man—U.S. Army uniform still stained with dried mud—skittered into the road like a spider. His back hunched, his eyes glowing sickly gold.

Krayton’s heart slammed against his ribs.

Micah whispered, “Dad...”

“Don’t look at him,” Krayton said, calm as steel. “Keep your eyes down.”

But the creature began climbing the Humvee, limbs cracking with every movement, like twigs snapping. It perched on the roof directly above them, head cocked sideways, sniffing.

Its jaw twisted open.

The clicking grew louder.

Hernandez hissed, “Sarge—we gotta go!”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE LAST
NEIGHBORHOOD





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





