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CHAPTER 1


Holland Manning peered at the screen of her phone, wishing Jonas would contact her. Disheartened, she tossed the phone in her purse and sighed as she observed the swarm of students that clogged the school’s corridors. Getting through her first day back at Frombleton High wasn’t going to be easy. For the first time in her life, Holland wanted to go unnoticed. But, as luck would have it, kids were staring at her, as if she were an exchange student from another planet.


Unfortunately, Holland had to squeeze through a crowd of gawking, smart-mouthed boys as she searched for her locker.


“Check out Holland Manning? When did she get hot?” a giggling sophomore asked in a voice loud enough for Holland to hear.


“I hear Botox works wonders . . . or maybe she got a nose job! Whatever she had done is totally working,” replied another obnoxious boy.


Holland’s face flushed with embarrassment as she navigated through the mob of students. When she finally located her locker, she spotted Chaela Vasquez from the corner of her eye. Chaela was flanked by Paige Holbrook and Elle Schmidt, and Holland’s heart sank as the three cheerleaders glided in her direction. She simply didn’t have the emotional strength to exchange insults with Chaela and her two snotty friends. Hoping the girls would pass her by without any catty comments, Holland avoided their gazes and pretended to be engrossed in opening her combination lock.


“Look who’s back in town,” Elle said with undisguised disdain.


“And she’s all glammed up with a new hairdo,” Paige added snidely.


“She tried to steal Jarrett, and now she probably wants to sink her claws into Chaela’s new boyfriend.” Elle spoke in a high volume, designed to pique the curiosity of the other students that meandered through the halls.


A small crowd began to gather, and Holland felt compelled to stand up for herself. Whirling around, she faced the three mean girls. Elle and Paige glared at her, while Chaela looked downward, unwilling to meet Holland’s gaze.


“Chaela!” Holland said sharply, forcing Chaela to glance up and look her in the eye. “I never tried to steal Jarrett from you. He lied and told me that you two broke up,” Holland explained.


“It doesn’t matter; it’s cool,” Chaela mumbled and anxiously chewed on a fingernail.


“No, it’s not cool,” Paige disagreed, her face twisted in repugnance. “You caught her cheating with Jarrett and you’re gonna let her get away with it?”


Grinning and jeering, a few overly zealous students began to chant, “Girl fight! Girl fight!”


“I don’t have a problem with Holland. Jarrett’s the past, and I’ve moved on,” Chaela explained, sounding uncharacteristically reasonable. She glanced at Holland. “Listen, you can have Jarrett if you want; he’s all yours.”


“No thanks; I have a boyfriend,” Holland replied calmly.


Unlike her typical, confident self, Chaela seemed frazzled and her eyes shifted around anxiously. Holland also noticed that Chaela didn’t look as polished or as put together as usual. There were dark circles around her eyes, like she hadn’t slept in days. Her nail polish was chipped, and the nail on her left index finger had been nibbled down to the quick. Her hair was pulled back into a messy ponytail, and there were errant wisps of hair that she kept pushing out of her face. Holland had never seen Chaela look so terrible. She was completely disheveled in a wrinkly, uncoordinated outfit with colors that clashed.


Displeased with the civil exchange of words between Chaela and Holland, Elle’s dark eyes glinted with malevolence. “Chaela’s dating the hot, quarterback from Willow Hills, and so, you can have creepy Jarrett Sloan. You two losers deserve each other,” she said spitefully.


“I’m not interested in Jarrett,” Holland said in exasperation. Then, bitterly recalling how the three cheerleaders used to terrorize her friend, Naomi, Holland suddenly became hot with anger. She advanced toward them so abruptly and in such a threatening manner, the girls flinched and took several steps backward.


“If you girls are looking for someone to bully, you chose the wrong person. I’m not tolerating it. Do you understand?” Holland said in a raised voice.


“Whoa! Holland Manning is gonna kick some cheerleader butt,” an onlooker yelled, hoping to instigate a fight.


“Lighten up, Holland. We were only kidding.” Elle giggled nervously.


Keeping her eyes downcast, Chaela muttered, “Let’s go; we’re gonna be late for class.” Flinging their hair, Elle and Paige sashayed along the corridor. Walking between them, Chaela kept her head hung low.


With no brawl to witness, the group of spectators muttered in disappointment as they reluctantly dispersed.


Doreen Johnson emerged from the throng of students and sidled up to Holland. “Way to go, Holland. I bet the bitch squad won’t be bothering you anymore.”


“Probably not,” Holland said with indifference.


“Where’ve you been? Heard you were at some fancy-schmancy school.”


“Yeah, I was away at boarding school.”


“What happened . . . did you get kicked out?”


“No. I left on my own. Got homesick.” Holland gave a tight smile and then closed her locker. “See you later; I have to get to my homeroom before the bell.”


“Who do you have for homeroom?” Doreen asked.


“Mr. Haroldson.”


“I have Haroldson, too.” Doreen fell into step with Holland. “You should have stayed as far away from Frombleton as possible.”


“Why?”


“Crazy shit’s been happening. Didn’t you hear about Doug Shriver?”


“Yeah, I heard a rumor.”


“It’s more than a rumor. Doug claims he was bitten by a gang of vampires.” Doreen peered at Holland, waiting for her reaction.


“A gang of vampires?”


“Uh-huh. Teenage vampires,” Doreen added. “The McFadden woman said the same thing . . . she said that she and her husband were abducted by two normal-looking teens who turned out to be vicious vampires. She claims her husband was bled dry by a pack of them. People aren’t taking these cases seriously; they don’t want to believe that vampires actually exist.”


Holland knew all too well that the bloodsuckers existed. A shiver rippled through her as she recalled her battle with the Sullivan family. Thankfully, her blood was lethal to vampires, but she wasn’t sure if she could survive an attack by a gang of them.


Doreen paused outside of Mr. Haroldson’s class. She reached inside her stretchy pink top and furtively revealed a silver crucifix. “I’m wearing this for protection,” she whispered. “You should get one, too; I heard that the vamps are planning to take over Frombleton.”


“Where’re you getting your information?”


“A friend of mine hangs with the vamps.”


The girls entered the classroom and Holland took a vacant seat next to Doreen. “Your friend is probably making up the story; putting a spin on the rumors that are circulating,” Holland suggested, fishing for more information about the vampires.


“It’s true. Vamps are right here in Frombleton. I used to go to their parties, too. But now that . . .” Doreen paused and swallowed. “Now that they’re . . . you know . . . murdering people, I’ve been steering clear of them. But my friend is still partying with them. And, um, so is Jarrett Sloan,” she said in a voice that was low and confidential.


“Jarrett’s hanging with vamps!” Holland exclaimed.


“Keep your voice down,” Doreen cautioned.


“Sorry,” Holland murmured. Last summer, after being a blood slave for Zac the vampire, Jarrett had barely escaped with his life intact. Why would he want to hang out with a vampire gang? Holland mused.


“Knowing what the vampires are up to has been eating at me. I couldn’t risk sounding like a lunatic, so I haven’t talked about this with anyone . . .” Doreen went quiet and she looked around suspiciously. “Other than my friend, I haven’t talked about the vamps with anyone until now.”


“Why’d you decide to tell me?”


“I don’t know; I guess you seemed weird enough to believe me.” Doreen gave an apologetic smile.


Holland didn’t wince at the back-handed compliment. She no longer cared what anyone thought of her. And to be honest, being a witch of the First Order definitely qualified her as a weirdo.


“Who is this mysterious friend of yours? And why isn’t she worried about vamps taking over the town?”


“She’s actually my ex-best friend. She stole my vamp boyfriend—a hot dude named Chaos. Chaos can be an egotistical dick, but he’s so sexy, it’s easy to overlook his flaws,” Doreen said dreamily.


“Wow, your best friend stole your boyfriend?”


“It may not be her fault . . . vampires can do mind control, you know. I mean, it was so unexpected for her to start dating Chaos. She was seeing several vampire dudes, and she used to criticize me for being so emotionally invested in Chaos. You can’t imagine how hurt and shocked I was when she suddenly fell head over heels in love with him. She actually bragged about how much she likes it when he sucks her blood until she passes out.”


Holland grimaced. “Why would she let him do that?”


“The rush. It’s exciting and intense; like sexual asphyxiation, I guess.”


Holland didn’t know anything about sexual asphyxiation, but she did know that fooling around with vamps was life-threatening! Naomi had been infatuated with a vampire, and it turned out badly. It was chilling to think that another classmate was romantically involved with a dangerous bloodsucker.


“My friend, uh, Sophia . . . she hasn’t been to school in three days. My calls go straight to voice mail. And even though she’s a backstabbing, massive A-hole, I’m still worried about her. I stopped by her house after school yesterday, and her dad’s car is in the driveway, but nobody’s home. It’s like the entire household has disappeared.”


Sophia Stoddard! Holland recalled that Sophia and Doreen were close friends. During middle school, Sophia had acquired a reputation for being . . . well, sort of loose.


Doreen bit her bottom lip. “I think I know where Sophia’s family is.”


“Where?”


“Downtown. At the old Lilac Hotel.”


Holland stared blankly at Doreen for a moment. “That old, abandoned hotel?”


Doreen nodded. “That’s the vampires’ hideout. It’s where they sleep during the day.”


“How many?”


“Lots of ’em. A couple dozen live there, and Chaos and a few others visit often.”


So, the old Lilac Hotel is their nest! Holland couldn’t stifle a smile. Once she passed this information on to Rebecca Pullman, the vampire crisis would be over. The residents of Frombleton would be safe, and the force field around her house could be removed, and she and her mom would no longer be on lockdown after dark.





CHAPTER 2


“Let’s stop here,” Eden said, pointing to Leroy’s Place, a quaint little grocery store about seventy miles outside of Willow Hills. “Seems peaceful. I doubt if the biters have made it this far.”


Expressionless, Gabe nodded as he slowed the Explorer and pulled into the dirt lot. There was an iridescent blue Mercedes in the parking lot that sparkled in the sunlight. The flashiness of the car was a complete contrast to the down-home appearance of the place.


With its white clapboard exterior, a pink and blue neon clock in the window, a red wooden screen door, a pair of rocking chairs on the porch, and a big green banner that read: Homemade Sandwiches, the store had the historic charm of old Americana.


“Looks pretty inviting,” Eden observed optimistically.


“Mmm-hmm,” Gabe murmured without interest.


“I could go for a homemade sandwich . . . can’t remember the last time I ate anything substantial. I’m suddenly starving . . . what about you?”


“Nah, I don’t have an appetite.”


“We have a long trip ahead of us; you have to put something in your stomach.”


Irritation flashed in Gabe’s eyes. “Look, I said I’m not hungry! Now, let’s get whatever we need and get back on the road!”


“Sure, okay,” Eden said, realizing how inconsiderate it was of her to try and coerce Gabe into a better mood. He was grieving over his grandmother and she’d simply have to accept his gloomy disposition.


“Hey, I’m sorry I yelled at you,” Gabe said as he turned off the ignition. “You’re right; I should try to eat something.”


Without a word, Eden patted Gabe’s hand.


Cradling little Jane Doe in her arms, Eden took in the tranquil atmosphere. On the left-hand side of the store was a tall peach tree and a sturdy sycamore. The picnic tables that were off to the right were shaded by a massive weeping willow. The side of the building closest to the parking lot was decorated with an oversized, red Coca-Cola bottle cap and several large wooden placards that advertised products from a bygone era.


Confident that the biters were confined to Willow Hills—at least for the time being—Eden looked down at Jane and cooed, “It’s a long drive to New York, and we’ve got to load up on formula and diapers for you.”


“And some grub for us,” Gabe threw in with a chuckle, but the raw pain of losing his grandmother was evident in his eyes. “Oh, yeah, we’re getting low on gas. I guess we’re gonna have to fill up before we get back on the highway.” He pointed to a BP gas station sign that towered in the distance.


The moment they opened the red screen door, they could smell the wonderful aromas that wafted through the store. Leroy’s Place offered a serene atmosphere, and it seemed that Eden and Gabe had walked into an era when life was uncomplicated and simple.


“Awesome,” Gabe gushed, nodding to the throwback glass candy case filled with old classics like Candy Cigarettes, Squirrel Nuts, BB Bats, and Sugar Daddy Pops. “I’m getting a sugar rush just looking at this stuff.”


A few feet from the candy case, a portly man with thick and bristling eyebrows and thinning white hair wore plastic gloves as he made sandwiches for a stylish couple.


“Howdy,” he welcomed Gabe and Eden. “Welcome to Leroy’s where you’ll find the best dang sandwiches in the state of Georgia,” he boasted.


“He’s right,” confirmed the well-dressed woman. Her hair was fixed in a perfectly coiffed topknot. She was wearing a pencil skirt, leopard-print top, black satin pumps, and an impressive diamond on her ring finger. Her equally attractive male companion had on tailored pants, and he wore a vest and tie over a crisp white shirt. His shirt sleeves, Eden noticed, were neatly folded at the elbows. The classy couple looked out of place in the quaint grocery store; they seemed like the types that would be more comfortable dining in an elegant restaurant. That shiny Mercedes has to belong to them, Eden concluded.


“First time here?” the woman asked. Gabe and Eden both nodded. “Well, be careful or you’ll end up like me and my fiancé, Chuck. Leroy’s sandwiches are so addictive, we drive over twenty miles, twice a week—just to taste his amazing sandwiches.”


Leroy tossed Gabe and Eden another proud smile. “Look at the menu and I’ll be with you in a second.”


Gabe’s eyes shifted upward to the list of sandwiches that were posted on the wall, and Eden grabbed a miniature shopping cart and began browsing the aisles, searching for items the baby would need. Eyes squinted, she scanned the shelves checking for the same brand of formula that Jane was already drinking.


The well-dressed woman joined her in the aisle. “You’re lucky, you know,” she said, smiling.


Eden looked up, her brows furrowed in curiosity.


“You’re lucky to have missed the lunch crowd.” She peered down at her expensive-looking watch. “This place is packed during the lunch rush, but it’s pretty relaxed at supper time.” She walked toward Eden, her eyes glistening with joy. “I love babies. Boy or girl?”


“Girl. Her name’s Jane.” Eden shifted Jane in her arms, allowing the woman to see her face.


“Oh, she’s adorable. Such a precious little jewel,” she remarked, stroking Jane’s cheek.


“Charlotte! Come on, babe. I’ve got your pimento cheese spread sandwich,” Chuck called out with a trace of impatience in his voice.


“Did you get the garlic habanero mayonnaise on the side?” Charlotte said from the baby products aisle.


“Yeah, and a tall glass of sweet tea.”


“Be right out,” Charlotte replied.


After the sounds of the screen door squeaking open and then slamming closed, Charlotte held out her arms. “Can I hold the baby? Chuck and I are getting married next year, but we agreed to hold off on kids for another five years.” A pained look crossed Charlotte’s face. “I agreed, but in my heart of hearts, I want a baby so bad, I can taste it.”


Eden carefully placed Jane in Charlotte’s arms. Chuck and Charlotte appeared to be the kind of people that could give Jane a decent home. Too bad they wouldn’t be ready for a family for another five years, and too bad they lived so close to Willow Hills. Even if they were interested in raising Jane, Eden couldn’t leave Jane with a couple that lived within a fifty-mile radius of the ravenous biters that roamed the area.


Charlotte returned Jane to Eden’s arms. “We’re eating outside in the picnic area. Why don’t you and your husband and your adorable baby join us when you get your food.”


“Oh, Jane’s not my— Uh, sure, we’ll join you,” Eden said, catching herself from admitting she wasn’t Jane’s mother. Divulging that information could lead to all sorts of trouble. She wanted to warn Charlotte, Chuck, and the kindly sandwich maker about the biters. But how could she do that without sounding completely insane? Eden gnawed at her bottom lip, trying to figure out a way to bring up the subject.


“What’ll it be, lil’ lady?” Leroy asked when Eden emerged from the aisle pushing the small cart that was exploding with baby supplies.


She gazed at the menu. “I’ll try the ham and Swiss cheese on potato bread.”


“Good choice,” Leroy said. “Lettuce, red onion, tomatoes, and avocado?”


“Umm . . .”


“Oh, live dangerously,” Leroy encouraged with a twinkle in his eyes. “The extras come with the price of the sandwich.”


“Okay, pile it all on,” Eden said with a smile. Leroy was putting her at ease and it felt good to relax for a bit.


Letting his guard down somewhat and seeming to enjoy the charming atmosphere of Leroy’s Place, Gabe smiled, too. “I’ll have the peanut butter and jelly with sliced bananas on regular, white bread.”


Leroy entertained them with jokes as he prepared their sandwiches. Gabe laughed heartily and Eden was warmed by the sound of his laughter. They both needed this brief encounter with normal folks.


“Want me to wrap these . . . to go? Or are you grabbing a table outside?” Leroy asked.


“We’re eating outside,” Eden said. Gabe gave her a quizzical look. “I told Charlotte we’d join her and Chuck,” she explained.


Gabe shrugged but Eden could see a fleeting glimpse of annoyance in his eyes. He wanted to hit the road and put a lot more distance between them and the biters, but she wanted to enjoy a few more moments of the little paradise they’d stumbled upon. Furthermore, she wanted to warn Charlotte and Chuck about the rampant, biting disease that had taken over Willow Hills. Caution them to steer clear of the area. They could pass the information on to Leroy, and he could spread the word to all his customers.


Eden left the shopping cart parked close to the counter. “I have to pick up a few more items after we eat,” she explained to Leroy.


Leroy nodded. “Take your time and enjoy the sandwiches.”


Eden carried Jane, and Gabe carried the tray with their sandwiches and soft drinks to the picnic area. Out of Leroy’s earshot, Gabe whispered harshly, “We don’t have time for a double date with those two phonies.”


“Charlotte seems very nice.”


“Chuck is arrogant, and I don’t like him,” Gabe grumbled.


“Well, I figured we’d use the opportunity to tell them what’s going on.”


“They’re gonna think we’re crazy.”


“Probably, but I’ll feel better knowing that we warned them.”


Gabe and Eden sat across from the stylish couple, and Charlotte smiled in delight. Chuck, on the other hand, gave a little groan and scowled down at his watch.


Eden placed the baby across her lap and picked up her sandwich. “Mmm. Delicious,” she murmured after she bit into it.


“I told you . . . Leroy’s sandwiches are to die for,” Charlotte said.


Accepting that they had nothing in common, Gabe and Chuck chewed their food and ignored each other.


“How old is the baby?” Charlotte wanted to know.


“A few months. Uh, she’s actually not ours. We’re babysitting Jane.”


“What a relief,” Charlotte blurted. “You two seem far too young for the responsibility of taking care of child. Now Chuck and I . . . we’re financially secure, but we’re putting off parenting until . . .” She glanced at Chuck. “What exactly are we waiting for, sweetheart?”


“We’re waiting until we’re ready to devote all of our free time to changing diapers and singing lullabies.” Chuck wiped his hands with a napkin, gave a tight smile, and stood. “Nice meeting you two,” he said to Eden and Gabe. “Let’s go, Charlotte. I have to see a client in an hour; we’d better get moving if we plan on beating traffic.”


A quick look of yearning swept over Charlotte’s face. “Can I hold the baby one more time?”


Chuck groaned and rolled his eyes.


“Sure.” Eden lifted Jane from her lap and Charlotte hurried to the other side of the wooden table.


As Charlotte rocked Jane and made cooing sounds, a dark-colored Prius sped down the road with its tires squealing.


“Here comes the supper crowd. We have to go, Charlotte,” Chuck said firmly.


The Prius peeled through the parking lot, but instead of stopping to park, it careened out of control, zigzagging across the lawn, and finally slamming into the sycamore tree.


Charlotte let out a shocked cry. Jane wailed and squirmed at the sound of the collision. Eden took Jane from Charlotte’s arms, and comforted her.


Charlotte shot a frantic look at Chuck. “Call the paramedics!”


Looking aggravated by the inconvenience of having to help out, Chuck sighed and then grudgingly pulled out his cell.


Leroy ran out of the store. “What the . . . ?” Wide-eyed, he stared at the crashed Prius. The windshield had a circular crack, the driver’s side door was caved in, and the front end of the car was jammed into the trunk of the tree. Leroy began frantically waving to Chuck and Gabe. “Help me over here, fellas!”


“Get away from the car,” Gabe yelled as he cautiously approached.


“Are you nuts? Someone may be injured.” Leroy peered through the window. “There’s a man inside; he has a gash in his head. There’s a lot of blood; that fella’s banged up real good.” Leroy anxiously tugged on the door handle. Unable to get it open, he scurried around to the passenger’s side.


Gabe lunged for Leroy, practically tackling him away from the car. “I’m serious; you can’t open that door. The person inside could be infected.”


Charlotte scowled at Eden, her eyes stretched wide and questioning. “Infected? What’s your boyfriend talking about?”


“He’s not my boyfriend. We’re just friends.”


“Whatever! What kind of infection is he talking about?”


“A virus or something. It started in Willow Hills. Some people think there’s a rabies outbreak, but whatever it is, it makes people act violent . . . and they bite.”


“They bite!” Charlotte repeated with a look of disbelief.


Eden nodded grimly.


Leroy tore himself from Gabe’s grasp. “Get your hands off of me; there’s an injured man in that car and you’re acting like a lunatic.” Leroy jiggled the door handle, but it was locked. Appealing to Chuck, he called out, “Hey, buddy, the guy in the car is bleeding badly; we’ve got to get him out of there. Will you give me a hand?”


Chuck sighed and frowned as he paced toward the wreck. “I have to meet a client soon, and I can’t show up with blood stains on my clothes.” He paused and regarded the wreckage. “Look, I called an ambulance, and I think we should let the professionals handle this.”


“What’s wrong, afraid to get a little blood on your prissy white shirt?” Leroy scoffed. “This is a matter of life and death and I’ll be dang if I’m gonna stand by and watch a man bleed out!” No longer wearing his friendly, sandwich-maker smile, Leroy muttered profanities as he stormed to the garage behind the picnic area.


Gabe peered through the car window. The man’s mouth and eyes were wide open in death. When Leroy came running out of the garage with a crowbar in hand, Gabe held out a hand in warning. “Don’t open that door. The man is already dead and he’s probably infected,” Gabe shouted, but Leroy pushed past him. Giving up on convincing Leroy that the driver of the car could be dangerous, Gabe made long strides toward the picnic area. “Let’s go, Eden. I told you no one would listen. Let’s go; we’re outta here.”


Eden turned in the direction of the Explorer and then whirled around. “Wait! The diapers and formula are inside, in the shopping cart.”


“I’ll get ’em. Take the baby and wait for me in the truck.” Gabe raced past the collision. Leroy seemed to be a good person, and he couldn’t help feeling pity as he witnessed the man panting and working up a sweat as he struggled to pry open the car door.


Inside the store, Gabe went behind the counter and found piles of shopping bags. He unloaded the items from the cart and packed them inside the bags. Estimating the total for their meal and the baby products, he tossed three twenties on the counter. Outside, he rushed past Leroy, shouting, “The money’s on the counter.”


Leroy grunted in disgust and continued trying to jimmy open the door.


Running to the parking lot, Gabe noticed Chuck guiding Charlotte toward the Mercedes. Smart move. If a biter had managed to sink its teeth into the unfortunate driver, as Gabe suspected, then Leroy was going to find himself in a world of trouble.





CHAPTER 3


Traveling slowly but erratically, another car—a Buick— inched toward Leroy’s Place. The driver’s door was partially open as the vehicle crawled along. The car came to a stop in the middle of the road. The door opened wider and a woman’s tanned legs came into view. Then, the rest of her body spilled out, revealing a pink dress that was stained with blood. Groaning miserably, she slid to the ground.


Briefly immobilized by the dreadful sight of the injured woman, Leroy suspended his efforts in trying to help the man in the Prius. Holding the crowbar limply at his side, he gaped in disbelief. “What in God’s name is going on?” Leroy wondered aloud. Gathering his wits, he dropped the crowbar and raced to the road to assist the second bloodied victim.


Behind the wheel of the Mercedes, Chuck tore out of the lot and whizzed past the incapacitated woman without giving her a second glance.


Gabe cruised up to the Buick, stuck his head out the window and yelled at Leroy, “Don’t go near her, man. I’m serious. Get inside your store and lock the door!”


“You don’t understand what you’re dealing with; these people have a deadly disease,” Eden added frantically.


Refusing to heed the warnings, Leroy bent over the second victim, grimacing as he examined her injuries. “How did she get these deep gouges all over her body? How the heck could something like this happen?”


“Leroy, you have to listen to us. That woman is infected and it’s only a matter of time before she turns,” Eden said urgently.


“I’m not listening to that crap you’re saying. You two are bonkers.” Leroy waved a dismissive hand. “What’s taking that ambulance so long? This woman is going to bleed to death if she doesn’t get help. Looks like she’s been mauled within an inch of her life.” He pulled off his apron and hurriedly wrapped it around the oozing wound on the woman’s shoulder. “Give me a hand over here,” Leroy yelled at Gabe. “How can you sit there and watch this poor lady suffer?”


“There’s nothing you can do for her. Your best bet is to lock yourself inside your store before these folks start turning.”


“Turning into what? Have you been smoking dope?” Leroy scoffed.


Suddenly there was the unmistakable sound of a car crash, and Leroy jumped to his feet. Rubbing his head in befuddlement, he stared southward and exclaimed, “God, Almighty! A truck just plowed into the Mercedes—down by the BP station.”


Chill bumps rose on Eden’s arms and her heart beat wildly. She shot a terrified look at Gabe. “We have to take a different route to the highway,” Gabe said, shifting gears and then backing up a little. “Hopefully, we’ll find another filling station on the way.”


Eden clutched his arm. “Wait, Gabe. Shouldn’t we try to help Charlotte and Chuck? We can’t let the biters get them. And Leroy—we can’t leave him defenseless, either.”


Shielding his eyes from the sun, Gabe gazed in the direction that the Mercedes had driven and then glanced at Leroy. “It’s probably too late for Charlotte and Chuck. And Leroy’s too stubborn to listen. I can’t make him believe us. What do you want me to do—force him to come with us at gunpoint?”


Eden looked out her window. The woman on the ground was lying still now, and Leroy was losing it, hysterically yelling for help as he ripped off his shirt, using it along with his apron to try and staunch the bleeding.


“Oh, no!” Gabe blurted and Eden jerked around, following Gabe’s line of vision. Limping and barefoot, her pencil skirt torn, Charlotte sobbed loudly as she hobbled forward. Her topknot had come undone and her hair was tangled around her shoulders.


“They got Chuck,” Charlotte wailed. “A bunch of crazy people got him.” She pointed behind her. “They were like wild animals . . . ripping, tearing, and biting Chuck!”


“What are you talking about?” Abandoning the woman on the ground, Leroy rushed to Charlotte. “What crazy people?”


“They’re down by the gas station. And they’re all nuts; you can’t reason with them. A truck crashed into us, and our airbags exploded. A small crowd of people gathered around the car and started pulling Chuck out. I thought they were trying to help us . . . until I noticed how roughly they were tugging on Chuck. And then they started growling, clawing, and biting him. They were actually biting him!” Charlotte repeated, her voice escalating to a shriek.


Leroy cast a scathing look at Gabe and Eden. “All hell is breaking out, and you two are sitting nice and cozy inside your truck and doing nothing to help.”


“There’s nothing we can do. That woman you’re trying to help was attacked by the same things that attacked Charlotte and Chuck. You’d be wise to keep your distance from her. They change after they’ve been bitten.”


“Change into what?” Leroy asked, his face twisted in disgust.


“Into biters,” Eden murmured, rocking Jane in her arms. “The infection started in Willow Hills, and we thought it was safe to stop here, but obviously we were wrong.”


Gabe nodded. “Those biters are multiplying faster than we anticipated. We’re trying to get to New York . . .” He paused for a beat. “If you want to live, you two should get out of town, also.”


Charlotte grimaced at the lady lying on the ground. “Did those wild savages get a hold of her, too?”


Leroy shrugged, and then scratched his head as he gazed over at the car that had slammed into the tree. “I don’t know if that man is dead or alive. What’s taking the ambulance so doggone long?” He patted his pocket. “Let me borrow your phone; I left mine in the store,” he said to Charlotte.


“It’s in my handbag—in the car,” she said forlornly.


“We don’t have phones either,” Gabe said. “Lost ours back in Willow Hills while escaping those creatures. You don’t get it, do you? The ambulance isn’t coming. The EMT workers are either overburdened or they’ve been bitten themselves. Once those things start biting people, it doesn’t take long before the infection spreads. From what we’ve observed, the span between the time they get bitten and the moment they change into a flesh-eater is getting shorter and shorter.” Gabe gave a long sigh. “It sounds cold, but we’d all be safer if I put a bullet through her head.”


Leroy shot Gabe a murderous look. “That woman can’t hurt anybody; she’s dead.”


“But the dead don’t stay dead anymore,” Gabe said in a tight, strained voice. “Look, we’re headed to New York; you two can stick around here if you want to, or you can come with us. If you have a vehicle in that garage, Leroy, you need to get in it and start heading north.”


Mouth turned down, Leroy shook his head. “No thanks. If people are going crazy, I need to stay right here to guard my property from looters and such.”


“Suit yourself,” Gabe said. “What about you, Charlotte?”


Charlotte shook her head. “I don’t want to go to New York; my family is here in Georgia. Can you folks give me a ride home? I’ll pay you for your trouble.” Remembering that she didn’t have her handbag, she looked down at her empty hands and her face crumpled. “My wallet is in my bag. I don’t have any money on me, but I can pay you as soon as we get to my house. Please. It’s only twenty miles from here.”


From the passenger’s seat, Eden gave Charlotte a sympathetic look. “I’m real sorry, Charlotte. We can’t take you home, and it’s not about money. This town and all the surrounding areas are probably crawling with biters, and once we get on the highway, we can’t risk making any detours.”


In a fatherly gesture, Leroy patted Charlotte on the back. “Don’t worry, little lady. My truck is in the garage, and I’ll make sure you get home safely.”


“Thanks,” Charlotte said, her eyes brimming with tears. “I don’t know what I’m gonna tell Chuck’s mama? Oh, God, I can still hear his horrible cries. He was yelling and screaming in anguish and there was nothing I could do. I would have helped him if I could, but I barely escaped with my own life. How am I going to tell his mama that a bunch of crazy people mauled him and ate him alive? How can I tell her something as insane as that?”


“I don’t know,” Leroy whispered hoarsely.


“Leroy, if you’re not coming with us, you and Charlotte need to lock yourselves inside the store. It’s very likely that the biters are gonna be heading this way, and if you insist on staying, you need to get busy and start boarding up your windows.”


Leroy gave Gabe a curious look. “If what you’re saying is true . . . if dead people are kicking up a ruckus for miles around, then why isn’t the government doing something about it? Where’s the National Guard?”


“It’s happening so fast; I don’t think anyone outside this area knows what’s going on. All I know is what I’ve seen with my own eyes. Eden and I both have witnessed how violent and hungry folks become once they’ve been bitten.” He glanced at Charlotte, who was murmuring and wringing her hands in distress. “Now, she knows, too. You heard what she said happened to Chuck.”


At the mention of Chuck’s name, Charlotte began weeping loudly. Leroy’s arm immediately tightened around her; his hand clenching her shoulder comfortingly.


Eden appealed to Leroy’s sense of decency. “Leroy, we need to get the baby to a safe place, but we’re getting low on gas. We can’t fight through that swarm of biters down at the BP station, so can you give us the directions to another nearby gas station?”
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