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Praise for
ZOMBURBIA
“If you haven't read
Zomburbia,
you haven't read about zombies. This is a new take and it is scary, freaky, and original. Gallardo resets the zombie bar and it's sky-high. Get this book!”

â€”
Nancy Holder,
New York Times
bestselling author of
The Wicked Saga

Â 

“
Zomburbia
combines deliciously dark humor with genuine moments of gut-wrenching horror. Courtney Hart experiences the undead uprising with all of the malaise of a bored suburban teenager. Adam Gallardo's world building is innovative and fascinating, turning the typical vision of post-zombie survival on its rotting ear.
Zomburbia
is sick and twisted and unexpectedly touching. I only put it down long enough to check that my zombie-apocalypse closet was well stocked.”

â€”
Molly Harper White,
author of the Naked Werewolf series

Â 

“What if the zombie apocalypse didn't get all that apocalyptic? What if life went on pretty much as normal for most kids, except it was incredibly dangerous just getting to and from high school? What would it be like to grow up in a weird but eerily familiar Zomburbia? Meet Courtney, a flawed but spunky teen, and her misfit pals, who are trying to find their places in a world where death lurks around every corner. Readers are guaranteed plenty of mayhem and romance, laughter and heartbreak in Adam Gallardo's accomplished debut novel.”

â€”
James Patrick Kelly,
Hugo, Nebula, and Locus award-winning author
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CHAPTER ONE
Good Times at Bully Burger
T
he night shifts at Bully Burger are the absolute worst. It's like sitting through a five-hour History lecture from Mr. Chanders, only you have to wear a festively colored polyester uniform while you do it. Maybe a car an hour comes through the drive-thru, and you really get tired of that fearful look people have in their eyes after dark.

The Bully Burgerâ€”whose mascot, I swear to God, is a cartoon of Teddy Roosevelt holding a hamburgerâ€”is a minor big deal in these parts. Six stores that sprouted up back at the dawn of time. People around here are crazy proud of this homegrown franchise. This particular store, the last one to be built, is at the far end of a developed strip out on Commercial Street. That nicely named strip is where the town started to shove all the franchises and big-box stores in the late '70s and, as you can imagine, it looks like one long stretch of hell. It's all Walmarts and Mickey D's as far as the eye can see. Depressing.

There are no other stores really close to the Bully Burger, so we don't share a fence with anyone. We've got a sturdy chain-link that runs all around the lot with a motor-controlled gate facing the street. All of the parking is in the front of the shack and the drive-thru runs around back where our patrons get a lovely view of the shed that holds our Dumpster and incinerator.

Despite the fact that TR is our mascot, our color scheme is a rip-off of every other burger chain in existence. It's all red and orange and yellow. I doubt very much that our twenty-sixth president really dug on these colors much. Not that anyone asked my opinion before settling on the decor.

Inside it's as cheerless as you might imagine. Hard plastic seats molded for the average 1970s fanny, which means that today's super-size variety hardly fits in them. Not that there were many butts in seats the night this story starts. There was only one, in fact: that of our security guard, Chacho.

I suspected that was not his real name. Even though it was on his name badge and all, it was in quotes, so I think there was some subterfuge going on at some level. Besides this attempt to hide his identity, he was a pretty cool dude. He was ancient, maybe forty, a big Latino guy with a shaved head and a long mustache. Like a Mongol warlord, you know? If Chacho worked the afternoon shifts, he stationed himself by the gates the whole time to make sure no undesirablesâ€”no shufflersâ€”got on the property, but if he worked a night shift, even though he should've been outside, everyone looked the other way and he sat inside with his newspaper and his armor all piled up on the seat next to him. He could throw that shit on in about ten seconds flat if something slipped through the gate that shouldn't. It seemed like a weird way to make a living, beating the crap out of shufflers. I guess someone had to do it.

Behind the counter were me and my friend Sherri. Sherri and I had been friends since the womb practically. We went all the way through school together, and we were gonna graduate together next year and then screw off to New York together. I had a plan that extended past thatâ€”including saving the worldâ€”but I doubted that Sherri did.

Sherri was shorter than me, maybe five-five? And she'd always been more athletic than me, not that she played sports or anything. Playing sports would be trying just a little too hard, if you get my drift. She wore her black hair cropped really close to her head and she was pretty in a butch sort of way. Actually, her looks started causing whispers about us being lesbians ever since our classmates figured out what lesbians were. Which we were totally not. Lesbians, I mean. That night, she wore her company-mandated clown shirt unbuttoned over a T-shirt that was made to look like it had handwriting on it, though it was screen printed or something. Y
ES
, I'
M A
Z
OMBIE
, W
HAT'S
Y
OUR
E
XCUSE
? it said. Many raised eyebrows from customers when she helped them at the counter. Which was rarely at night. Mostly she ran the grill.

If there had been any manager besides Mr. Philips on duty, Sherri would have buttoned the shirt. But Mr. Philips had just been a shift grunt named Ted until a couple of weeks before, and Sherri felt like he'd not yet earned her, or anyone's, respect. So, the shirt was to remain unbuttoned for the foreseeable future. Ted spent most of his shifts back in the manager's office on the phone with his girlfriend or surfing the web for porn. Apparently he'd figured out a way to erase all traces of where he'd been online and he wouldn't tell any of us how to do it, too.

I worked the drive-thru window that night. I say “worked” but mostly what I did was talk to Sherri, and run my side business.

“Okay,” she said from the front counter, “top three people you'd like to see have their brains eaten by hordes of zombies.”

I didn't have to think about this list for very long.

“One,” I said, “Mr. Chandersâ€””

Sherri cut me off with a slicing motion of her hand.

“You know, Courtney,” she said, “we should call this game â€˜top three people you'd like to see have their brains eaten by hordes of zombies who aren't Mr. Chanders since he's so obvious.' ”

“You didn't say that, though,” I said. “So, number one, Mr. Chanders.

“Two: Lori Caldwell.”

“For serious?” Sherri asked. She looked at me totally not believing it. “I'm going to need some justification.”

“She completely hates me,” I said, ticking things off on my fingers as I went. “She thinks she's so great, even though she's got that lazy eye, and she ruined my grade point average by not letting me borrow her notes for our last AP English test.”

Sherri looked at me with narrowed eyes.

“That's sort of lame, but I'll allow it,” she said. “Give with number three.”

“My mom,” I said with no hesitation.

Sherri did a long, drama-queen-y sigh and shook her head.

“So obvious,” she said. “If this was a TV movie, you'd be forced to come to terms with your tumultuous feelings about her. Also, you'd be played by a second-tier Disney starlet.”

“Let's hear yours,” I told her, ignoring the jibe.

Before she could get to it, we heard three sharp car-horn blasts.

A car sat in the median lane waiting for us to open the gate.

“Open 'er up,” I shouted at Sherri, my head outside the drive-thru window. Almost immediately I heard the electric motor hum to life and then the rattle of the chain-link gate sliding open. The car waited until the gap was just big enough to let it through and then it sputtered to life and drove into the lot.

“Okay,” I said, pulling my head in, “close it.”

I noticed that the third member of our crew, Phil, had come up from the back where he'd been cleaning. He stood there waiting to see if we'd need his help with this order or if he could go back and keep prepping to close. Phil was pretty unremarkableâ€”average height, average short brown hair, average medium build, averageâ€”the only other thing you need to know is that he was a year younger than Sherri and me and he was in our grade as well as in two of my AP classes, and in my Journalism class where he mostly draws incomprehensible editorial cartoons. This classified him as annoying in the extreme.

“Back to the bog, Gollum,” Sherri said to Phil.

He slowly turned his head and just stared at her in his creepy way for a second before answering.

“Gollum lived in a lake in a cave,” he said.

“Whatever,” she said, shooing him away with her hands. “Go and get cleaning; I want to get out of here before eleven.”

He blinked again, then turned and disappeared into the depths of the store.

A tone sounded in my headset, and I hit the button that lets me talk to the customers out at the order board.

“Welcome to Bully Burger,” I said as fast as I could, “where we're bully about service. How may I help you?”

I winced a little. That slogan was so dumb, I was convinced it killed my soul a little bit every time I said it.

I heard whispering over my headset. No matter how much I strained, I couldn't make out what anyone was saying.

“Can . . . can I get, um, two Whoppers?” the voice on the other end said.

“We don't serve Whoppers here, sir,” I answered, and shot a look at Sherri. She purposefully avoided eye contact but made sure I could see her frowning at me. Her back stiffened, too. I ignored her. “Is there anything else I can get you?”

“Sure,” the voice said. “How about, uh, two Bully Meals, extra-large, one with curly fries. Both with Coke.”

I punched it into the register.

“That'll be thirteen-ninety-six at the window,” I said. “Please pull forward.”

Sherri chucked some frozen patties on the grill.

The car sat under the window as I threw it open and looked out at my customer. A rat-faced little guy with a knit cap pulled down over his ears sat behind the wheel of an old beat-up Escort. He smiled up at me expectantly. It looked like he hadn't shaved in a few days and hadn't bathed in even longer. Another, equally rat-faced, guy sat next to him, his leg bouncing up and down. The passenger craned his neck to look up into the window.

I glanced around behind me to see if anyone was paying attention. No one was.

“You wanted Whoppers?” I asked.

The first dude's head bobbed up and down on his pipe-cleaner neck.

“Fifty dollars,” I whispered.

The guy frowned and did this involuntary head shake. I thought he might argue with me, but then the passenger leaned over and said something. The driver shot me a look and then dug cash out of his pocket and counted out fifty dollars.

“And thirteen-ninety-six for the burgers,” I said.

If looks could kill, there'd have been an empty seat in Mrs. Callow's homeroom the next day. But I didn't change my expression; I just waited. He counted out a few more notes and handed them to me.

“Thanks,” I said as brightly as I could. Fifty bucks went into my pocket and fourteen went into the register. I didn't bother with the four pennies I owed him.

And before you start to get all judgmental on me, just don't, okay? Yes, I sold Vitamin Z, but I wasn't really a drug dealer, you know? And, before you ask, it's true; Vitamin Z
is
made from actual zombie brains, but I'm not going to get all judgmental about what people put in their bodies. It might have been a rationalization, but I only sold to asshats like the two ferret brothers. I mean, Jesus, those guys were going to find a fix somewhere and I might as well have been the one to get their money.

Alsoâ€”and this may be way self-servingâ€”I needed the money if I was going to escape Salem and go away to school in New York. My dad had offered to pay my way but only if I agreed to go to a school in-state. Ideally, he'd have liked me to spend the first two years at the community college where he taught. That way it'd all be free. However, community college in a no-horse town in Oregon was not going to advance my plan to help rid the world of the undead. Also, I have to tell you, the thought of another two years stuck in Salem made me want to blow my brains out.

So I'd been saving up every penny I could to get out of Dodge. That's why I originally took the job at Bully Burger. Soon after, it became clear I wouldn't make the dosh fast enough, so I started looking for another way to make money. And I found it. I figured the rate I was going, I'd have four years at most any school wired. Especially if I got scholarships. Which I totally would.

Sherri brought a bag full of food and a cardboard tray with two drinks over to the window. The smell of grease wafted up and hit me in the nose. How people could eat this garbage I would never know. I shoved in a handful of ketchup packets and napkins. Then I slipped my hand into my apron and pulled out two small Ziploc bags full of shiny black powder. Those Ziplocs went into the bag, too. I handed the whole mess out the window to Ratzo. He immediately ripped open the bag and seemed to relax when he saw the two baggies sitting on top of the burgers.

“Thanks for choosing Bully Burger,” I said.

The guy tore off without saying anything. In fact, I barely got my arm out of the car before he screeched away.

“Come again!” I yelled out at the car that was now waiting for the gate to open.

“Brothers?” Sherri asked in my ear. I didn't know she was still standing there. “Or dad and son?” She had her arms crossed on her chest as she looked out the drive-thru window at the car. “Or, given the strong genetic markers, both?”

“Not really interested,” I said. “Already forgotten.”

“Hmm . . .” was all Sherri said.

She pushed the button, and the gate started to slowly close and the lights from the beater receded. Another car in the turn lane was trying to get in the gate before it closed. They slammed on their brakes when it became obvious they wouldn't make it.

“Hey,” I shouted, “we got another car! Open it up again.”

The gate shuddered as it came to a stop and back open again. The car pulled through.

Chacho stowed away his paper for the moment since the car parked in the lot. The owner frowned on customers seeing the security guard wasting time like that. Three guys in letterman jackets got out of the car and walked toward the door.

“Great,” Sherri hissed, “like these dopes don't know we're supposed to close in half an hour.”

“Relax,” I told her. “With the monkey in back catching up on cleaning, we'll still get out of here early.”

She didn't look at all relieved by this and practiced her best sneer to sling at the a-holes who were just now coming through the door.

The trio filed in, all of them high-fiving and laughing that too-loud, we-are-dudes laugh. God, I was just glad that Sherri had front counter.

I moved to the grill and waited for their order to show up on the monitor. As I was waiting, staring at the screen, I became aware that I could hear something over the hiss of my headphones that didn't sound like ordering.
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