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    Dedication




    My mom has always supported me


    with all of my crazy (I pitched them as creative) ideas,


    and my dad has always encouraged me


    to be the strongest woman I can be.


    He taught me weaponry and safety the second I showed interest,


    and gave me the tools I needed to write a book like this.


    It didn’t matter what I was interested in,


    they were always up for the adventure.




    This one is for my parents, Paul and Paula Muller.


  




  

    Prologue




    COLTEN MCTAVISH was as good as dead.




    He slowed his breathing just enough to hiss, “Kaegan, do you copy?” into his handheld radio. “Kaegan, if you can hear me, I need backup.”




    The hum of static was his only answer. He cursed softly, dropping the radio dexterously back into its sling on his hip and pulling his Glock in one fluid motion. After confirming his lack of ammunition he looked from one gruesome, decaying, fleshy face to another. If he didn’t thoroughly believe Deads were brainless monsters, he would’ve sworn they had been hunting him like a pack. They had successfully cut him off from his team and cornered him in an area littered with only the oldest and most unclimbable pine trees in all of the Rocky Mountain range.




    This was the first time Kaegan hadn’t been there to pull him out of trouble. His loyal-to-a-fault best friend must be dead or turned. It was the only explanation.




    “Well, brother,” he growled, “I’ll see you there soon enough.” Colt whipped the cold metal of the handgun against his temple and took three quick, steadying breaths. He’d feed the monsters, but he’d be damned if he was going to be alive for the show.




    Just as his finger brushed against the trigger, the storm clouds that hid the heavens opened up just enough to let a single ray of sunlight escape. It blanketed a tree a short distance away. One lone branch hung low enough for him to be able to reach if he got a running start. Sign enough. He sprinted and fired on the running Deads closest to him. One shot, drop, one shot, drop, arc the gun, click. Click.




    The hollow sound was a fighter’s worst nightmare. It was the sound of an echoing, empty chamber. It was the sound of impending doom. One monstrous Dead blocked his path to salvation, and lacking another option, Colt flung the gun at his age softened skull. It wasn’t a kill shot by any means, but it had the desired effect just the same. The creature’s mouth had been eaten away, and a row of dirty, jagged teeth jutted out of the hanging flesh of its face. The Dead roared an inhuman bellow as he was knocked backward just long enough for Colt to blow past him. Colt leaped through the air and huffed out a triumphant laugh as his fingers found purchase.




    His muscles strained with the effort to hoist himself upward into the sanctuary of the branches above. Deads couldn’t climb—a byproduct of decayed muscles and lackluster motor skills. He’d be safe up there where the tip of the tree touched the cloud speckled sky. Just a couple more branches.




    An unwavering hand clenched onto his calf. The chill of long-dead flesh seeped through the thickness of his cargo pants, and the pull and strength of that grip was a weight Colten’s slipping hands would lose to.




    A scream he didn’t recognize burst from his chest as the Dead ripped into the flesh of his leg.


  




  

    Chapter One




    SOREN MITCHELL FELT SORRY for Deads. Zombies really didn’t have much going for them on the pro list, while the cons stretched on for eternity. Take the one shuffling slowly through the woods in front of her, for example. From the length of her matted, auburn hair, and the once likely attractive sundress that hung in tatters against her gray, putridly rotting flesh, she had probably been an attractive woman before. Back when the world made sense. Soren guessed at boyfriends she’d had and parties and schools the Dead attended. The only pro she could see from her vantage point as she sketched the walking corpse furiously before she disappeared, was that Deads seemed to find solace in traveling in groups. Pro—at least they probably weren’t lonely?




    Soren rubbed her back distractedly against the base of the giant pine she leaned against and scanned the woods. This one was definitely alone, and a wave of pity washed over her again.




    The Dead swiveled her head toward Soren’s small movement. She waved but the creature only stared back with yellowed, vacant eyes. Her blue-tinged lip curled slightly as she flared her nostrils toward Soren and switched directions. The pine needles that blanketed the forest floor made a muffled sound under the Dead’s bare feet as it shuffled closer.




    Soren’s heart hammered, as it did every time she found herself in such a situation, but she didn’t move. Instead she cocked her head and waited to feel a connection with the red-headed creature. The Dead stopped just a few yards in front of her and tilted her chin up, scenting the air again. It took a long drag of mountain air and dropped its head. Grunting as if disappointed, it meandered off in the direction it came from.




    Soren didn’t smell like food. Yet another reminder that she wasn’t human.




    Hybrid. That’s what Dr. Mackey, the Dead Run River colony doctor, proudly called her. Twenty years of testing and experimenting and researching, and still they had never been able to track down another living creature—or unliving?—like her on the entirety of the ravaged planet.




    One of a kind. Yippy-freaking-wee.




    Even though the sky was covered with clouds, and she couldn’t really see the sunrise, her internal clock said it was time to get going. The colony might take her for a complete and utter freak, but she was a punctual freak. She shoved her sketchbook and pencils into a leather satchel that had molded to fit across her shoulders perfectly through the years, and headed up the mountain to Dead Run River.




    Andrew Dennison stood watch at the colony gates with an older guard. He was easily the hottest of the guards with loose brown waves framing smoldering eyes only a shade or two darker. Eyes that basically dared a woman not to give him everything he could want. He was only a few years older with an easy smile for all of the girls who tripped over their own feet to swoon for him. Except with her, when his smile looked more like the grimace that prefaced a gag. Good with the boys, she was not.




    Now, it could’ve been that he had a prejudice because both of his parents had been turned by Deads when he was a child and he had been an unfortunate witness to the traumatic events, or it could’ve been that she didn’t look all that human and her eating habits were a little off-putting. In her defense, she tried her best to hide her preference for raw meat, but the rumor mill spun out of control when it came to her. This week she was apparently eating baby soup for breakfast.




    She stifled a smile at Andrew’s withering look at her approach. So she wasn’t his Juliet. Accepted. But he was a barrel of monkeys to mess with on a slow day.




    She pulled her shirt over her head before she even reached the gate, and his eyes narrowed. The older guard, Bear everyone called him, chuckled and shook his head. She started to unfasten her bra but Andrew furiously held up his hand in a halting motion. Oh, she could imagine what he saw. Pale skin the color of alabaster, hip length, wavy hair so blond it was almost white, and eyes that would terrify even the bravest of children. They were the color of the moon—so pale they couldn’t pass for human on even her best day. She wasn’t albino, but she was pretty damn close.




    “Stop it, Z! You know good and well we don’t do bite checks like that anymore!”




    The nickname stung. Z. Zombie. “Just wanted to be thorough,” she said with an empty smile.




    “Just go!” he yelled, waving his hand impatiently for her to pass through the opening gates. “You can’t even be turned, so just keep your clothes on next time. And put your muzzle on, or I’m calling it in to Mel!”




    She gave a two fingered salute to a smiling Bear, gave Andrew the finger over her shoulder, and slid her shirt back over her head without breaking stride.




    “Douche-wagon,” she muttered under her breath as she pulled the muzzle around her face and fastened it in the back. Her heart always grew a little heavier at the sound of it clicking closed. Straps to hold it in place, mismatched pieces of leather sewn together, a metal grill over her mouth, and now she looked like the Hannibal Lecter of the apocalypse.




    Dead Run River was a huge colony, completely fenced in by the tallest of toppled pines and safe from roving undead looking for an easy meal. The air was crisp and clean, and worn trails snaked all through the colony, capped by the mess hall, an antique sawmill, an exit to the gardens where organics sustained hungry stomachs, and last but not least, houses. Log cabins to be exact. Some stood alone, old and sturdy looking, while newer construction models consisted of rows of attached log units that housed various families. Farther up the mountain were rows of RVs that had been painstakingly dragged in and lined up years before, and beyond that, at the highest peak, was Mel’s sprawling home. She was the long-time leader of Dead Run River and arguably the most successful. If one didn’t count the Denver colony, which she did. It was Mel who had put the muzzle rule in place when she’d walked through those gates two years ago, but she couldn’t blame her. It was Mel’s job to keep everyone safe, and after what had happened…Well, the muzzle was obnoxious and degrading, but it was a small price to pay for the safety of the human race.




    Soren kept her head down as she walked the trails to Dr. Mackey’s office. She slid her sunglasses over her inhuman eyes and tried her best not to scare the others who passed. There were a lot of new families in Dead Run River, and they weren’t used to a zombie trying to strike up a conversation about the weather just yet.




    The door to Dr. Mackey’s office creaked open. If she wasn’t muzzled she would’ve given a greeting, but as it stood, she hated the muffled slur her words adopted behind the mask. Instead she plucked paperwork from her box and scanned it distractedly while she ambled to the back room. The hurriedly scribbled paper said a different variation on the same thing she read every day she came to work.




    No cure yet.




    A woman screamed, shrill and terrified. “Get her away from me! Get her away from my baby!”




    Soren froze in the midst of the chaos around her. A woman she’d never seen before cried hysterically with a finger jabbed in her direction. Soren turned to look behind her and pointed to her chest in question. The woman grew even more frantic and clutched her newborn baby tighter as Dr. Mackey rushed in and tried to calm her. At a loss, Soren backed up until she hit a wall near the front entry.




    Dr. Mackey rushed from the room and shut the door firmly behind him. He was an older gentleman who wore a worn Yankees baseball cap to cover the hairless dome of his head. His thick glasses covered intelligent eyes that missed nothing. He gave her an apologetic, lopsided grin.




    Soren nodded slowly. “Got it. When should I come back?”




    “I’m moving them to a cabin nearby this afternoon. Come back to work after then.”




    She headed for the door.




    “Oh and, Soren?”




    “Hmm?”




    “How long did you sleep last night?”




    “About an hour.”




    “And how do you feel?”




    “Fine.”




    He scribbled furiously on a notepad and hummed to himself. “Great, we’ll see you this afternoon then.”




    She stood there longer than necessary after he disappeared back into the room with his newborn patient. Sometimes she wished he would just ask her a question because he cared about the answer, not because she was a lab rat. He would add the notes to the thirty other pounds of charts he had been writing up since the day of her birth, and she would keep answering him with the secret hope that he would one day ask her questions as a person and not a scientist.




    The birds outside chirped their song like they hadn’t heard the screeching new mother inside, and Soren tilted her chin up to the sky before taking a deep breath. She’d give her left femur bone to be a bird. Or a newt, or a millipede, or a pterodactyl, or basically anything other than a whatever-she-was. Her senses tingled like the thin web of a spider vibrating under the small weight of a struggling fly. “You’re late again,” she said.




    Seamus grinned shamelessly and stepped around the brush he had been using to shield his body. “One of these days, Soren.”




    She snorted. “Please. Your stalking skills are horrendous.”




    “Well, excuse me if I didn’t have the infamous Laney Landry as my mother and trainer.”




    “Well, you have Aaron Guist as your dad, so you really have no excuse for all of the noise you make in the woods. You’re worse than a Dead.”




    Seamus shrugged and pushed his glasses farther up his nose. His gray eyes twinkled under sandy brown hair that threw hints of red in direct sunlight. “You calling in sick today or what?”




    Soren headed down the stairs. “One too many baby humans in there. I eat baby soup now, or haven’t you heard?”




    He chuckled warmly. “I did hear that one. Well, forget you then. I’ll find the cure and you’ll be green with envy that you skipped out today when I save the world without you.”




    Seamus really did want to find the cure almost as much as she did. Growing up together and just a few months apart in age, they had dreamed of becoming famous scientists who saved the human race with their discoveries. Their childhood fantasies had turned into a full-blown obsession as they got older, but Seamus had very different reasons for wanting it than she did.




    His friendship really was a miracle in and of itself. She frowned at his back as he disappeared into Dr. Mackey’s office. Despite having seen the monster that lurked just below the surface, he had stayed loyal and unprejudiced and bestowed one of the only unwavering friendships she had ever sustained. Seamus was slight, and opinionated, always had his head in literature, and was convinced that books were the real weapons that would save the planet. In return for his friendship, she’d happily kept the bullies at bay. A sparkless and symbiotic relationship.




    She hopped off the worn path and blazed her own trail through the woods. Home sweet home was well away from the other cabins to give the distant neighbors peace of mind that she wouldn’t storm their tiny castles and eat them in their sleep.




    The spring breeze wound through the pines as she walked the well-worn dirt path up the mountain. Lodgepole pines and alder branches groaned at the caress of the wind. Nature’s song, if one had time to listen. And these days, everyone had time to listen. Nature won the right to serenade mankind twenty-four years before when she took the earth back. Now the great civilizations of men, skyscrapers and technology…all of it was dust.




    She’d never actually seen any of the good old days, because she’d been born after the end of the world, but she’d heard stories. Old timers talked about the pre-apocalypse world like it was Valhalla come to earth, but she didn’t know. Most of it sounded kind of sad. People so immersed in technology they lost the ability to connect with other humans; the shocking rate they trashed the earth with their oil spills and pollution; the way countries warred for anything, or so it seemed. Now man battled against one thing—turning into something like her.




    “Z!” an obnoxious voice trilled through the quiet of the forest. Marie.




    Soren barely avoided a groan. There was a wary family traveling the trail in the opposite direction, and whenever she moaned in complaint, people tended to run for the hills or go for a brain shot.




    “Let me guess,” she said as Marie approached with a plate of what smelled suspiciously like burned meat. “You’re my handler again this week.”




    “Lucky me.” Marie shoved the plate in her hands into Soren’s chest and commanded, “Eat.”




    Soren lifted the edge of the cloth rag covering her breakfast and had to work hard to swallow the gag that clawed its way up her throat. A fully cooked steak sat still warm and slathered in some of Chef’s homemade barbecue sauce. The meat was firm to the touch when she poked it.




    “Chef said you didn’t eat this morning. Again.” Marie’s dark eyes narrowed with her obvious disdain, and her perfectly arched eyebrows drew down as she dropped her gaze from Soren’s sunglasses to her muzzle. “Mel said you have to eat at your regularly scheduled meals or you don’t have a place here anymore. You know the rules. Mind them or leave. It hasn’t changed in all the time you’ve been here. You’re contagious, Z.”




    “Don’t call me that,” Soren muttered.




    “It’s what you are.”




    Soren clenched her jaw until the muscles there ached. “I can’t eat this.”




    “You can and will. It will do you good to eat more like the other people around here. Maybe if you didn’t eat raw flesh, people would be more comfortable around you.”




    “I don’t eat raw flesh, Marie. Just raw meat, and that’s not my choice. It’s all my body will digest. This,” she said, shoving the plate back into Marie’s hands, “will make me sick. I’ll start eating at regular intervals if you and Chef will stop cooking my food into hunks of charcoal.”




    Marie twitched her head and pursed her lips. “Mel wants to talk to you.” The corner of her lip turned up in a smile like she’d won.




    If ever Soren decided to start eating people, she would begin with Marie.




    “Fine, bye.” Turning, she lengthened her stride until her heels dug into the soft soil of the path.




    Marie didn’t take the hint of dismissal. That or she wanted to watch her get reamed by Mel again, which was the more likely culprit, and she followed directly, loud, like a drunken giant in the woods.




    “You’re not allowed to talk to me like that, Z. I’m your handler. You do what I say, when I say it, no back talk. Also in the rules.”




    She’d like to see where these magic rules were written, because she was pretty sure Marie just made them up as she went along. Her other handlers, Jake and Margaret, weren’t as overbearing as the tiny titan that stomped after her now. Oh, they hated her, but they were quieter about their distaste for all things Dead. And they didn’t try to force feed her human fare. Theirs was more of a somber acceptance. Dead Run River housed a monster, and it was their duty to protect the colony from her when they were assigned to do so. They followed at a distance, brought her food, and at least seemed to control the disgusted looks on their faces as they watched to make sure she ate everything on her plate. As a reward to Jake and Margaret, for not being Marie, she at least made an effort to eat on Mel’s rigorous dining schedule at mess hall so she could spare them collecting the food and tracking her down.




    As if she could read her charitable thoughts, Marie said, “Margaret quit.”




    “What?” Soren said, spinning. “Why?”




    Marie’s laugh echoed through the quiet forest, and a bird above them took flight at the noise. One of her eyebrows arched until three deep wrinkles etched into her forehead. “Because she hates you,” she whispered.




    Closing her eyes against the unexpected pain the words caused, Soren turned and strode up the path again. Marie was just trying to get to her.




    “I’d quit too, but we’re already going to have a hard time filling Margaret’s position. Nobody wants to watch you eat like an animal and stare at lab equipment all day.” A put upon sigh sounded from behind her. “Mel needs me.”




    Marie wouldn’t ever give up power over her. If she quit, she’d be just another colonist—one who didn’t control the house Dead. She liked the attention too much to ever resign. Most of the rumors probably started directly from the conniving woman’s mouth.




    She could just imagine Marie’s conversations with her friends. And then I made her eat cooked food, because it’s important that she adjust her body to fit in. I only try to help her, but monsters are instinctively ungrateful…




    Soren clenched and unclenched her hands until she didn’t feel like strangling her handler anymore.




    Mel’s cabin topped Dead Run River. It stood proudly, looking over the paradise its leader had created. Mel had been the head of this place since before Soren had been born. It seemed she had only grown tougher over the years under the strain of keeping her people alive, and the woman had very little patience for threats like her.




    “Come in,” the leader called when Soren rapped her knuckles against the door.




    The door creaked as she opened it, and the smell of peach pie enveloped her as soon as she stepped over the threshold. It smelled divine—tart, juicy, with underlying currents of sugar, which she imagined to be heavenly from the looks on people’s faces when they ate rare delicacies in the mess hall. Too bad she couldn’t eat a slice without retching.




    “In here,” Mel called from the office.




    The entryway led to a sizable kitchen, with a dining area visible from the front door. A living area with plush, dark furniture sat to her right, and to her left was Mel’s office. The back wall was covered in corkboard, and pinned to it were handwritten letters, requests, pictures of missing men, women, and children who they’d lost to the apocalypse. Every colony had one. Somewhere to put all of your hope into finding lost loved ones. Only a few had ever been answered, if rumors were true, but people sent out pleas for information anyway. Such a deep, resonating sadness washed over her when she saw the somber faces drawn on the wall. How could Mel stand to be in a room with so many ghosts?




    Mel gestured for her to take a seat and the doorframe creaked as Marie leaned against it with a smug look on her face.




    “Have you eaten today?” the colony leader asked.




    Soren took a long, steadying breath and opened her mouth to defend herself.




    “I brought her food, and she flat out refused it,” Marie said from behind.




    “Cooked food,” Soren said through gritted teeth. “I can’t eat what she brought me.”




    Mel studied her for a long moment. “Have you tried?”




    “Do I need a doctor’s note? I’m sure Doc would be happy to oblige. He has medical journals that stretch for miles about my immune system, my reproductive system, my respiratory system, and most importantly, or so it seems to every person who lives in the colony, my digestive system. I can’t eat the food cooked. I’m not like you, or you.” Thank God. “It’s like trying to feed a Dead a burned carcass. They might force themselves to eat it, but they’ll pay for it later.”




    Mel had gone green, but so what? She’d been living there for two years and still, she was a pariah.




    “Do I need to remind you what happened when you were ten, Soren?”




    A wave of ice hurtled over her insides and she froze. Her hands were the only part of her she had feeling in, and she gripped the arms of the chair until it whined under her palms. Of course she didn’t need to be reminded. No one would let her live a day without bringing it up. “Of course you don’t.”




    “Now, I respect your parents. Laney and Mitchell have helped Dead Run River in more ways than we can ever repay. But they stole away in the night with you in your infancy for a reason. This place isn’t the right fit for you.”




    “But my research is here. They don’t have more than a makeshift doctor’s shack in the Denver colony. Doctor Mackey has everything we need to find a cure. The vaccine isn’t enough. We need to be able to reverse the effects of decay on the newly turned. I can’t go anywhere else.”




    “Which is exactly the pitch I took from your parents. You can infect people, Soren. And still, I allow you to live inside the gates. I put the people who live in Dead Run River at risk every day just by allowing you to stay here. And I do that for your parents. That’s it. They are the thin thread between your home here and woods full of your own kind.” She pulled a small stack of papers from a desk drawer and slid them in front of her. “I’ve had six complaints this week from colonists.”




    “About me?”




    “Yes. Sometimes it’s more, sometimes less, but we rarely go a week without having to douse the fires you start. I didn’t tell you before because I know it has to be hard enough on you, being different. But this?” She curled rigid fingers around the papers and held them in the air. “This has been going on for too long, and people are getting more and more upset about your behaviors. Eat in private from now on. Eat plenty and on time. That’s not a friendly suggestion.”




    Marie snickered behind her, and Mel stabbed her with a sharp look.




    “Listen to your handlers, because I’ve instructed them to report any inconsistencies in your routine to me. I had to lay down those orders to soothe the colonists you’ve pissed off.”




    Unable to take her eyes from the fluttering, damning handmade paper clutched in Mel’s hand, Soren slowly nodded her understanding. She couldn’t lose the lab. She couldn’t just go back to the Denver colony with her tail between her legs and wait for others to find a cure. “Is that all you wanted to talk to me about?”




    “I assume you’ve heard Margaret quit her handler position.” At Soren’s slight nod, she said, “She forced our hand. Said she’d leave the colony if we made her watch you anymore. As you probably know, her entire family was taken by your kind, and it became too much. We’ll assign you a new one as soon as we’re able, but until then, give Jake and Marie a break with the rule bending, okay?”




    “Okay.” She’d sell her pride to keep the lab. She’d do anything it took to ensure her future.




    As she stood to leave, Mel tossed the complaints to the edge of the giant desk she sat behind. The handwriting on the top page blurred as she hesitated to touch it. The curving ink etched into the fragile paper fibers would only cause pain.




    The paper crinkled against her palm, and she fought the urge to drop them into the wastebasket by the door as she left.




    “Oh and, Soren?”




    She turned slowly. “Yes?”




    “I don’t want you leaving the front gates to spend time with the Deads in the woods anymore.”




    That was her time to be herself, unmuzzled, out in the open and unconcerned with people staring or being frightened of her. Mel was asking too much.




    “But I go out there to draw. It’s what keeps me sane.”




    “You’ll draw inside the gates and remain sane. You communing with Deads makes people here uncomfortable.”




    She didn’t even know anyone had noticed until this very moment. “People? Or just you?”




    The hard look in Mel’s vibrant green eyes said it didn’t matter. The rule was set and wouldn’t be taken back.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    A THREE-MAN TEAM was pushing it, but two? If Kaegan Langford lived to the end of the day, it would be a miracle. Colten groaned again, and Kaegan adjusted his weight across his shoulders.




    He couldn’t keep this pace for much longer. Already, his legs burned like he’d stepped into a campfire, and a hollow numbness crept up his calves, making each carefully placed footstep treacherous.




    Bit. Colten had a chunk taken out of his leg the exact size of that giant Dead’s jaw. He’d come up on his friend right as the monster clamped his teeth on him. Damn it. He’d never get that scream of pain out of his head as long as he lived. And really, he should be used to it by now. He’d heard it a hundred times. Still, it was different with Colten. He’d known him since he was a boy.




    They’d lost the rest of the team in the fight, got separated, but he knew their outcomes. He’d put Trevor and Mike down when they came after him with their vacant eyes and gnashing teeth. They hadn’t been fighting together long, but it was a loss that echoed through him. Every human life lost counted. Every friend he lost left a scar on his soul.




    He’d twisted an ankle tripping over a root when one of the Deads he fought landed on top of him, and now he tried and failed to focus on placing one foot in front of the other without grimacing. Acknowledging the pain would only make it worse.




    Colten was vaccinated, so he would at least stay human. The problem lay with the raging fever he’d been incubating for two days. The bite looked grotesque, and every so often, Colten whispered incoherent mutterings about family and friends who were long dead. He spoke to them as if they were walking beside them through the woods. Honestly, it was unhinging Kaegan more than a little, and the chills that brushed his spine in waves didn’t help the feeling they were being hunted—or haunted.




    He knelt with a grunt and set Colten down as gently as his exhausted arms could manage. He had to rest, but more importantly, he needed to check the map again. If he’d managed to stay on track, he should be nearing a colony called Dead Run River. Some said it was paradise. Some said it was full of Dead sympathizers who let them in their gates. Whatever demons it housed, he was going to find out, if he was lucky enough.




    Pouring over the map, he checked his compass twice and measured the distance thoroughly to make sure he wasn’t mistaken. He was so close. There was a Denver colony not terribly far away, but he wouldn’t make it that far. Not with Colten as bad off as he was. He needed help and shelter. A sanctuary where he could rest his ankle, trade for a good meal, and make sure Colten survived the infection that was burning him from the inside out. Dead Run River was their best shot.




    Only then would he be able to deal with the startling information he’d gathered at the last colony they’d stayed in. Right now, there was only room for survival mode in his head. If he didn’t live through the journey, the information would die with him, and then every risky decision he’d made over the last few weeks would’ve been for nothing.




    A twig snapped in the brush to the right. He froze and stared at the shaking brush with a sense of dread so heavy, he found it difficult to move his arms. Snap! Another branch broke behind him.




    His heart tripped to a galloping pace, and he shoved the map in his pack and shouldered Colten with the aid of the adrenaline that pounded through him.




    “They’re coming,” Colten rasped.




    No crap they were coming. Deads were always coming for them like they were two limping cheese cubes trying to escape a hungry pack of Dobermans.




    More crackling leaves sounded to his left. They were closing in, and he gritted his teeth against the pain in his ankle. If he set Colten down to fight, they’d be all over him. The best shot at both of them making it out alive was to run. They were so close, groans and hitched breaths filled the forest. A steep embankment jutted out of the earth, funneling him into a ravine. Oh God, if a Dead came from the other direction, he was trapped.




    Gripping Colten’s legs harder, he pushed until sweat ran in streams down his face. His breathing was ragged and loud against his eardrums, and Colten spoke a steady stream of gibberish that told the Deads exactly where they were. It was useless to try to get him to shut up. Colten hadn’t understood a word he’d said in over twelve hours. Lungs burning, he escaped the ravine just as he saw the first onslaught of Deads out of the corner of his eye. There were so many, ten at least, and he was only one man, carrying the dead weight of a friend he wouldn’t drop to save his own hide.




    There. An ancient spruce with a jagged and painful looking split down its middle, likely from being struck by lightning, stretched up toward the heavens. He could almost feel the Deads breathing on his neck now. Any moment, a clawed hand would grab his shirt and pull him back. His body screamed to rest, or slow down at the very least, but he couldn’t. Not yet.




    Ducking, he shoved Colten into the opening of the injured tree and turned just as the first flesh eater was on him. Sunken eyes and blood stained clothes. Lips curled in hunger away from yellow teeth. Sagging, cold looking flesh clung to jutting bones, and one of its arms was missing completely. The foot long bowie knife slid out of its sheath in one fluid motion, and he arched it into the temple of the monster.




    This was it. His last stand.




    “Come on!” he screamed as a roiling rage wracked his body. After everything, he was going to die here in the woods. He and Colten. After every skirmish they’d outlived, every time they’d been treed and weaponless, every time they’d survived a bite. And now here they were, at the end of their lives. Kaegan was angry at the world. At the necessity of situations like the one he was in. At the mindless Deads who lived to hurt him and the ones he loved. He kicked one back and put the blade into another’s head. Stabbing uselessly at their torsos wouldn’t prolong his life. They didn’t feel. The creatures would just keep coming. It was a kill shot to their head or death by being eaten alive. He’d only lived this long because he was much more efficient at killing than the horde.




    He wouldn’t go down gently. It wasn’t his style to sag to his knees and accept his fate. Oh, he knew what was coming for him, but he wasn’t going down without taking out every single moaner that he could while he stood on this earth. Bellowing his fury, he slashed again and again until the number of bodies at his feet became a blur. He shoved limp Deads away from him as they cluttered the forest floor at his feet, soaking the earth with their putrid blood. And always the searching eyes, silver with death—empty, soulless.




    He hoped they ate all of him so he wouldn’t come back a monster.




    He stood, staggered and hunched with fatigue as the last Dead fell away from his knife. Every muscle shook and red streamed down his face until it dripped from the tip of his nose and from his hair. The break was temporary. More were coming through the woods toward them, and this was his chance. He hadn’t the energy to do more than throw Colten’s arm over his shoulder and drag him through the blanket of leaves. He walked forever like that, arms howling their exhaustion, and stumbling from the numbness in his legs. He was just fast enough to stay in front of the seven Deads who tracked him. He was fading, and they’d have a meal soon enough, but not until he had nothing in his body left to give. The breakdown was coming.




    And just as he’d decided it was enough—that he’d given all of himself to save his friend, that all he wanted to do was drop to his knees and wait for the monsters in the shadows to take him screaming to his death, a looming fence appeared through the trees.




    Dead Run River.




    “Open the gates!” he yelled as he rounded the curve.




    Two guards stood ready.




    “Please,” he breathed. “Open the gates.”




    The Deads were catching up as his pace slowed, and he bit his lip and pressed on, sure they’d catch him in an instant.




    The creaking of wood resonated through the clearing, and the doors opened slowly. He slipped through behind the guards, and two Deads followed them right in. Both were knifed before they took two steps beyond the gate.




    Kaegan fell, unable to support his weight or Colten’s for another second. He’d never catch his breath again, and his lungs ached as he tried to drag air into them. It was as if they didn’t recognize oxygen anymore and passed it off as a gaseous poison instead. In desperation, he crawled aimlessly on hands and knees. Rocks dug into his hands, and he stared at the filth covered knife he still clutched.




    “Breathe, man,” one of the guards said quietly. “You’re alive.” He lifted up the sleeve of Kaegan’s shirt. “You aren’t vaccinated? We’ll have to do a bite search. You can’t get through the second gate until we’ve cleared you.”




    “Okay,” he wheezed.




    Another guard, taller than the first, pulled up the sleeve of Colten’s shirt to reveal a deep, gray, pock mark scar that said he’d been vaccinated long ago. As his wind slowly returned, he kicked out of his pants and lifted his shirt for the guard checking him and waited until he gave the go ahead. Another set of gates stretched up before him and as he pulled his shirt back over his head, the giant wooden barriers opened slowly to admit them.




    The guard beside him, a young man no older than twenty-two, spoke into his radio. “Advise Dr. Mackey we have someone headed his way. Bite wound, vaccinated, fever and infection from the looks of it.”




    “Yep,” came the clipped answer from the other end before the radio dipped into static.




    The guard squatted by Colten, hoisted his slight frame over his shoulder, and led the way up a narrow dirt path through the pine forest. Steadying his breath, Kaegan stood on shaking legs and stumbled after him.




    The adrenaline crash that followed a near death experience was harsh. His muscles twitched so badly it was difficult to walk straight, and the pace the guard carrying Colten kept was almost too much. He jogged to keep up, but the air seemed thinner, harder to breathe. That or he was worse off than he thought after the fight with the Deads and his run for survival.




    Every colony was different, but this one took the cake. The leader, whoever he or she was, allowed giant pines, alders, and spruce to take over the land. Maybe the colony needed it for wind and snow protection. He’d never been this far north before, so that seemed likely. Not many used wooden gates anymore, but Dead Run River seemed to be holding up just fine with them. Quaint wooden cabins dotted the mountainside. People sat on porches, talking in small groups, and some offered a friendly wave as they passed. He nodded greetings, unable to find his voice quite yet, and ducked out of the way as a trio of laughing kids ran down the trail. The rumors about paradise seemed to be holding true.




    A sizable cabin appeared through the woods to the left, and a hand carved sign assured him they’d found the medical building. Colten was speaking gibberish against the back of the guard, and when he looked up, his eyes were wild and empty. A sick feeling slithered into the pit of Kaegan’s stomach. After all of the effort to get him here, Colten might still die.




    He hopped the porch stairs and threw open the door for the guard. Inside, organized chaos reigned. An older man in scrubs and a baseball cap barked orders while two younger men prepared a room.




    The guard, Andrew, one of the orderlies called him, slid Colten from his shoulder and tried to steady him on his feet. The door to a back room creaked open, and time slowed. A creature entered the room, so exotic and dangerous, Kaegan was helpless to draw his gaze away. She looked down at a clipboard in her hands. Her hair was wild, but not unkempt—like a feral Viking from ages ago. It was long, brushing her hips, and the color of milk. Three small braids arched from her hairline to the tips on one side and had been tied with thick leather bands. Feathers had been attached sporadically to a few of the waves. Her long neck dipped gracefully into a green sleeveless cotton shirt that tucked into tight, tree bark colored cargo pants. Her arms were thin but taut with un-flexed muscle that belied her strength. Layers of beaded, feathered necklaces adorned her neck, and a thick leather strap encircled her left wrist.




    It wasn’t her hair or clothes that gave her an air of danger, though. No, that came from her face. Pale as moonlight, her skin was nearly translucent. And as she lifted her chin, the sunlight filtering through the window glinted off metal covering her mouth. The bottom half of her face was covered in some contraption that belonged on rabid animals, and when she drew her gaze to his, his heart stuttered. Those eyes. Inhuman, startling, haunting. Almost white irises froze him further—her pupils pinpointed on him and dared him to look away.




    She was a witch. Magic lived within a creature such as she.




    Colten bolted for her, shaking Kaegan out of his trance. A battle cry screeched from Colten’s throat as he threw himself into her.




    “Dead,” Colten screamed.




    And it clicked. She wasn’t a witch. She was a Dead. Or at least mostly Dead. A cold, clammy wave washed up Kaegan’s skin until it touched his neck and lifted his hair. Rumors about Dead Run River housing monsters weren’t rumors at all.




    Colten had landed hard against her, splaying the creature against a desk, and she stretched her neck toward his face as an inhuman snarl came from her. The tendons in her neck flexed as she gnashed her teeth from behind the muzzle, and her eyes filled with such hate, it rocked Kaegan back on his heels.




    The doctor was the first to reach Colten, and he pleaded for help as he tried to pry him off the thing. Kaegan rushed forward and wrapped his arms around his friend’s waist before pulling back. The knife Colten had pulled from his belt slid from the belly of the monster with a sickening sound and dripped red.




    “Oh God,” Kaegan whispered as she dropped her gaze to the growing red stain on her shirt.




    The creature brought stunned eyes back to his. “God had nothing to do with me.” Her voice was soft, melodious, and sad. Unexpected from such a terrifying being.




    Colten fought like an animal, and Kaegan gripped his wrist until he dropped the weapon. The doctor slammed a first aid kit into the Dead’s chest.




    “Take care of it outside,” he barked before turning to help another orderly wrestle Colten into a room.




    If he were able to take his eyes away from her, he would’ve missed the sadness that washed over her features for a moment before she turned her back and left the building.




    “Who was that?” he asked the attendant in scrubs who stood beside him.




    “Not who…what. That,” he said with a sigh, “is Soren.”




    “She’s hurt.”




    “Not bad enough to kill her. Don’t waste your concern on the undead,” he said with a friendly pat on Kaegan’s back. He turned and said over his shoulder, “They’ll kill you the minute you do.”




    Undead.




    But, she talked. She looked hurt when the doctor dismissed her. She’d been stabbed and didn’t kill her abuser. How could something with human traits, feelings, be undead? And how had she come to be?




    Colten thrashed against the medical bed the doctor had managed to press him into, and the older man in the ball cap slid a needle into his shoulder. Seconds passed before his sick friend went limp. His mumbling quieted, and the staff wasted no time in cutting the leg of his pants to expose the injury that had caused the fever.




    Kaegan turned back to the door and narrowed his eyes at it. He’d been in this situation at least ten times before. There was nothing to do for Colten but wait for the doctors to do all they could for him. With one last glance at the team working feverishly on Colten’s leg, he strode through the door and into the sunlight.




    He wasn’t sure which direction she went, but a mother clutched a child to her legs, and they both looked up the trail. The woman’s expression screamed disgust, while the boy of no more than ten exuded curiosity from the safety of the woman’s protective arms.




    He lengthened his stride and jogged to catch up. The reactions of the colonists were all similar, leading him deeper and deeper into the heart of Dead Run River. Maybe it wasn’t willingly housing the Dead after all. The mysteries surrounding the girl mounted by the minute. Finally, he came to a point on the trail where it thinned, as if people didn’t use it as much. No one offered clues as to where she’d gone, and the deeper he traveled into the woods, the louder the song of the birds. Sunlight permeated through the canopy of thick branches and leaves, leaving the forest floor speckled with yellow light. The grass grew higher the farther he walked, as if no one lived near there. As if no one took care of this corner of the community. On and on he walked, not sure if he was headed in the right direction.




    And then he saw it. An archaic tree stood stoically against the backdrop of woods and fence. In its branches, someone had built a home of sorts. It had three walls and a partial roof, and the fourth wall was open, overlooking the woods on the other side of the fence. A hammock swung in the breeze inside the tree house, and a handmade ladder leaned against the trunk. In the branches, Soren crouched with her back to him.




    A slick sound came from her as her arms moved with some unseen work. Pit, pat, pit, pat. Red ran in a steady river from her seat on the branch to the forest floor below.




    “You’re not vaccinated,” she said in a low voice.




    He jumped at the sound of her voice. “How do you know?”




    “I can smell it.” She slid him a loaded glance and then turned her attention inward again.




    She hadn’t gone the way of the ladder, and he pulled himself into the tree, careful of his aching ankle as he climbed higher and higher until he sat on the limb where she was perched.




    “Don’t come any closer,” she warned. Her hands were red with her own blood, and her shirt was lifted until it covered only her chest. Her stomach was flat and taut as she pulled thread tight to close the wound Colten had made. A row of raised, angry looking scars stretched low over her left hipbone.




    He swallowed so his curiosity would stay lodged in his throat, and it sounded very loud in the quiet that stretched between them. “You shouldn’t be doing that on yourself. Here, let me.”




    Her voice was muffled behind the muzzle. “You aren’t vaccinated,” she repeated.




    “Are you contagious?”




    She gave a curt nod and pulled another loop through her flesh.




    “Are you airborne contagious?”




    Settling her inhuman eyes upon him, she stared for a long moment. “No. The virus hasn’t mutated like that. At least not yet. I’m contagious from my mouth, just like all the other Deads.”




    Kaegan made a show of looking up and down his red splattered arms. It wasn’t his blood or Colten’s that bathed him in crimson. It was that of the Deads he’d fought. “Your blood won’t hurt me then, so I’ll take my chances. Please, it’s the least I can do after my friend did that to you.”




    Her eyes narrowed like she was suspicious he’d push her from the branch if she got too close. Something about it made him so sad. It must be an awful life to live as a monster.




    “Fine,” she muttered. Her voice was muffled, and an irrational piece of him wished he could talk to her without the muzzle. If it was there, it was put on her for a reason though, so he left it alone.




    She stepped lightly over him and leaned against the trunk of the tree, stretching her back so he could reach the skin of her stomach better. Hesitating, his fingertips hovered just above the pale skin near her ribs. It felt dangerous to touch her. Not fatal, but dangerous in some way he couldn’t understand. Like if he touched her, he wouldn’t be the same afterward. Maybe she was a witch after all.




    He plucked the dangling needle from the air and straddled the branch. Her skin was soft, warm…alive. Not what he’d expected and his vision of the monster wavered. Her ribs showed when she breathed, and though it was common to be underfed in these times, still, it made him sorry for her hunger.




    “Does it hurt?”




    “No. Not like it would hurt you. I don’t feel things like you do. Pain is just a small discomfort for me.”




    “Are you immortal?”




    Hurt washed over her face, and she looked away and shook her head slightly. “No and I’m glad for it.” She turned serious, unsettling eyes to him. “Who would want to live more than one lifetime like this?”




    Her words were an ember in his gut, igniting as it settled in, burning through him until a dull ache formed at her sad question. Who would indeed? He’d seen how people here looked at her in just the short time he’d been here. One lifetime would be more than enough if he were in her shoes.




    Four more stitches did the trick. They weren’t straight, and they’d likely leave tiny scars, but it was only the third set he’d given in his twenty-six years. The others had winced in pain, but she breathed steadily, chest rising and falling as she looked expressionlessly out over the gates to the woods beyond. When he turned to see what she was looking at, three Deads shuffled slowly through the trees beyond the safety of Dead Run River. Where he looked at them with disdain, she looked at them with a wistful look in her oddly colored eyes.




    She was probably the most frightening creature he’d ever encountered. Why then was he tenderly cleaning her skin with a cloth like she was a friend instead of the enemy? He’d lost his damned mind, that’s why.




    The people here looked at her warily for a reason. He knew nothing about her, really, and he’d treed himself with a Dead with little thought to his own safety. She’d been right when she’d accused him of not being vaccinated. One nip from her, and he’d turn within minutes. And it wasn’t just his own safety that was at risk. If he turned, the entire colony could go down within hours.




    She frowned and dropped her gaze to his chest. Could she hear his erratic heartbeat? “Thanks. It’s been years since someone helped me with my stitches.” She was giving him an out. Dismissing him so he could go on his merry way and survive her.




    He made for the branch below him but stopped as the same hurt he’d seen earlier took her eyes.




    “You get stabbed often?” he asked.




    “You’d be surprised. Tell your friend to go for the brain next time.”




    “Oh, she’s got zombie jokes,” he said with a surprised chuckle.




    Her eyes crinkled like she was smiling beneath the muzzle, and his fingers itched to unlatch the damned thing and throw it to the forest floor. Her smile might be terrifying, but what if it wasn’t?




    “Get away from her!” a shrill scream echoed through the woods. A petite woman with dark hair and eyes and a furious countenance raced toward them. “Get away from that Dead!”




    He’d been on his way down but stopped. Stubbornness at being ordered away by a stranger made him straddle the branch below Soren.




    “Who are you?” he asked, cocking his head.




    The woman panted as she skidded to a stop beneath them. “Who am I? I’m Z’s handler. Who are you?”




    “Z?” He lifted his face in question to Soren, but she was looking away. She drew her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around them like she was shutting down.




    When she wouldn’t look at him, he shook his head. He was in way over his pay grade. He didn’t understand the dynamic here, didn’t understand why Soren was here or how she had even come to be. His head swam and he stepped to the next branch below him. When he hopped to the forest floor, the tiny woman sank her claws into his arm, and he yanked away.




    “What do you think you’re—”




    “Don’t,” he said. His anger was sharp and hot, and he didn’t have to answer to anyone, especially some woman bent on belittling the creature in the tree. Soren was different and dangerous, but surely she didn’t deserve to be treated like this. Z. Oh, he could guess what Z meant. They called her Zombie.




    For the first time in his life, he pitied a Dead, but something in him said she didn’t need him to be her champion.




    “Bye, Soren,” he said.




    “Bye,” she said quickly, swinging a startled gaze to him.




    He looked back twice as he walked the trail back to civilization. Both times, despite her handler shrieking at her from below, her eyes stayed riveted on his retreat.
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