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Foreword:

I want to take the opportunity to thank all of my readers who pushed for more in the Slow Burn series. Thanks for all memes, the forlorn posts about the passing of dear fictional friends, the bricks through my windows, the kidnapping of my goldfish, etc. (kidding about these last ones, of course).

At the end of Slow Burn 6, I shared a little bit about writing about Murphy and Zed—they are sometimes fun and sometimes difficult to write. I had expected to stop the series at that point though I clearly left the possibility on the table that I’d write some more.

You know what they say. Never say never.

I guess like most of you, I grew attached to the characters over the course of six books. In a way I find difficult to describe, I miss Steph and I miss Russell. It’s strange letting characters I like so much die. Unfortunately, I can’t do anything about those two, although the possibility has been suggested that I write the stories of some of the characters prior to their showing up in the Slow Burn series. Personal prequels, I guess? Perhaps I will. Has that been done?

Thankfully, we’ve still got Zed and Murphy to torment.

As it turns out, City of Stin is a continuation of the Slow Burn story, picking up where Slow Burn 6 left off. This book should give our guys something of a new start, a new way to get into all kinds of trouble. I’m very happy with how it turned out.

For that, I should thank all of you. Your feedback made all the difference in the choice to write this story and to continue with Slow Burn. I am overwhelmed by the positive feedback sent in Facebook messages, posted on my wall, and shared in reviews on sites like Amazon, Barnes & Noble, iTunes, and Kobo. I do try to keep up with replies, and although sometimes I fail miserably, I do see each and every message and replies in threads.

I am humbled by the time you take to reach out, and also your participation on my Facebook page. It’s really interesting to watch the interactions and laugh at your posts and memes. And it gets personal…last Christmas I posted a note about what might be on readers’ holiday wish lists; some requests were material, but many readers wished for health for a sick loved one, one last holiday with dad who’d passed, a job so they could give gifts to their children. One reader (hey Andrea!) started writing messages of encouragement, and others joined in. Not to be overly dramatic, but it really gives me hope for humanity.

Something else interesting has been happening lately behind the scenes that gave me pause. Slow Burn readers come from all walks of life and from cities and towns all over the world. Love of zombie stories seems to be a universal thing. Recently I’ve received a few messages from folks who haven’t picked up a book in years—messages that make me choke up a little. Maybe they had a bad experience in school that made reading unpleasant or were just never bit by the reading “bug.” One new reader loved zombies but had difficulty with reading. Her 12-year-old daughter got hold of Slow Burn, and they read it together. She’s now taking classes to get her GED, and I couldn’t be more proud. Another reader had difficulty getting her 14-year-old son interested in reading and got him started reading Slow Burn. He’s now excited about following Zed and Murphy in their adventures. In fact, two characters had last-minute name changes to hopefully incentivize Gabe to keep up the good work.

So this whole writing thing turned out to be something different than I originally envisioned. In the beginning it was “just another zombie book,” but turned out to offer an escape, inspiration, and so much more to both me and at least some readers.

So as long as you keep reading, I’ll keep writing. Your feedback—through both the Facebook page, reviews where you purchased your copy of the book, and recommendations to friends—is valuable and appreciated.

I thank you guys again,

– Bobby

 




Previously, in Slow Burn:

Book 1 – Zero Day

Zed Zane wakes up hung over one Sunday morning and begins to fortify himself with tequila before going to his mother’s house for lunch – and to beg for rent. There, he finds his mother and a neighbor dead, and his stepfather in full-throttle, crazed cannibal mode. Zed, fighting for his life, kills his stepfather in a scuffle, during which he sustains a nasty bite wound.

He tries calling 911, but the line is perpetually busy. That’s strange, but no stranger than the way that Zed is beginning to feel. He spends the next two days unconscious with a raging fever, and awakens as what soon becomes known as a “slow burn,” a carrier of a virus that destroys higher brain function and turns people into vicious, flesh-eating monsters.

Together with Murphy, a fellow slow burn who escapes with Zed in the aftermath of a prison riot following his erroneous arrest for the murder of his parents and their neighbor, we follow Zed on his quest for shelter, resources, and a plan for living in the strange new world in which he finds himself.

Although Zed himself has not “turned” completely, as have most of the other infected, the ambiguous, not-immune-but-not-dangerous category in which he finds himself will from this point forward direct his every thought and step if he is to survive.

 

Book 2 – Infected

Infected finds Zed, Murphy, and their traveling companion, Jerome on the move again following what proves to be a brief respite in a university dormitory, in the company of some extremely, albeit justifiably, paranoid ROTC students and three coeds, one of whom befriends Zed. In the process of stealing a Humvee, Jerome is shot by soldiers and Zed and Murphy head on alone to find Murphy’s family.

With Murphy’s mother dead and his sister missing, their next stop is a house rumored to feature an underground survivalist bunker, where another surprise awaits.

 

Book 3 – Destroyer

Destroyer finds Zed saying goodbye to one friend and pressing forward with two new ones to whom we are introduced in Book 2 – Infected.  Mandi, whom Zed and Murphy rescued from the bunker, is immune to the virus. Russell, whose home the others plundered in search of food and other supplies, is also a slow burn, but lower-functioning, childlike and docile.

After seeing the carnage at the dormitory, a raging, vengeful Zed wants only to kill Mark, his nemesis and the former leader of the ROTC squad. Since Mark has disappeared, Zed unleashes his fury on untold numbers of infected in his path as he makes his way back to the hospital, in an attempt to rescue Steph, a nurse whom he befriended while seeking help for the feverish Murphy shortly after the prison riot. But the brave medical staff, holed up on the tenth floor of the hospital, and running out of provisions, has decided to take matters in hand by exposing themselves to the virus, and shooting those who “turn.” Zed is determined not to face another loss, but once again, time is running out…

 

Book 4 – Dead Fire

Dead Fire picks up following an infected attack on Sarah Mansfield’s fortified house, during which 3 people seek shelter with Zed Zane and his fellow survivors. In the confusion, however, Murphy is gunned down, and an unthinking, emotional Zed strikes out to enact revenge. Unfortunately, the shooting and commotion have only attracted more Whites. A diversion plan emerges to rid the horde of the Smart One trying to figure a way through the gates, and lead the other infected away from the compound. Momentarily safe, the survivors turn to the matter of where to bury the dead. Zed, being now the only one available who would not attract the attentions of the infected, accompanies Freitag on this morbid mission. In short order, Zed is once more embittered and hardened against trust, when he finds himself stranded. After a series of developments that prove the Whites to be more formidable foes than he ever dreamed, he finds his way back to Sarah’s house to find the compound overrun with infected and his friends mysteriously vanished without a trace, leaving Zed to rely once more solely on his wits to survive…

 

Book 5 – Torrent

Following his none-too-soon reunion with his friends at the safe house, Zed is hoping things can finally fall into a stable routine, but in post-virus Austin, things are far from stable. On a mission to raid the ammunition bunkers at Camp Mabry, Zed and Murphy spot a group of the newer, naked infected, who are exhibiting some sophisticated and disturbing new behaviors, such as scouting and hunting – for them.

After a narrow escape, the two pass the home of Mr. Mays on the return trip, stirring Zed’s predictable rescuer impulse. Finding Mr. Mays dead, Zed brings fellow chain gang escapee Nico along to join the group, whose numbers have grown again, thanks to their merger with the girls on the riverboat, where the group has moved, as seems to be the safest hiding place… Or is it?

 

Book 6 – Bleed

Zed and Murphy are trying to find their surviving friends to finally get out of Austin and head west to safety, away from the zombie hordes. But trouble, their perpetual companion, dogs them at every turn as they discover that infected humans aren’t the only source of mortal danger.

After finding Murphy’s sister out at the lake, and a standoff with a group of survivors on Monk’s Island, Zed and Murphy separate from the group, finding refuge in Austin.

 




Chapter 1

As I slowly recovered from my gunshot wound in the cabin on the south shore of Lake Travis, I spent long afternoons on the back deck staring at gray November clouds and watching the wind whip up whitecaps across the lake. I frequently sat in the drizzling rain until my joints were chilled to the point of aching, and my face turned so numb my lips wouldn’t form words when I spoke.

While I did my sitting and staring, Murphy mostly left me alone. Maybe he figured if I wallowed enough I’d eventually tire of feeling isolated and pitiful. I told and retold myself that everybody on the planet who was still breathing was doing the same thing under the burdensome grief of those they’d lost.

The thought I got good at avoiding was that the survivors who didn’t want to join the dead were dragging themselves up out of their grief and doing their best with what life had left them. The soon-to-be-dead were a lot more like me. Wallowing. Waiting.

For the most part, the Whites didn’t bother us. We were way out west of Austin on a peninsula sticking out into the lake. Around us were dense cedar trees hiding houses on neighboring properties. Most of the homes had been abandoned, or the owners had turned into Whites much earlier in the pandemic. They’d either been killed or had moved on.

At night, we sometimes heard them hunting out on the other side of the lake. They’d scream and make a racket, running in groups of a few dozen or a few hundred through the woods. During the day, we’d watch a helicopter or two—sometimes three—flying from north to south in the morning, and sometimes, early afternoon. They often flew back before sunset. Murphy and I became convinced the helicopters must have originated up north—we both guessed Fort Hood in Killeen—maybe an hour north of us by car back when a car could still be driven at seventy miles per hour on the highway. Now those same roads were ribbons of asphalt sprinkled with abandoned hulks, scattered with bones, and stained with blood.

“Hey, man.”

I turned to look at the door, a question on my face.

Murphy motioned toward the kitchen. “I cooked up that big-ass catfish I caught. Fried him up in a cornmeal batter like my mom used to make.”

I nodded and got out of my sulking chair.

Murphy closed the door and went back inside.

I reached my left arm up over my shoulder and leaned to my right. As the scars from my bullet wound stretched, the sensation of pain was barely there—because it had healed completely, or whether the virus had numbed that part of my sensation away, I didn’t know. I headed into the house. It smelled of home cooking. It smelled normal.

What is normal?

It’s the simple things you never guess you’re going to miss until they sneak back into your life, bringing with them a jumble of nostalgic feelings with the fucked-up parts of the memories scraped off.

On the kitchen table sat a big, picture-perfect platter of cornbread-coated catfish filets and a bowl of misshapen hushpuppies. Murphy placed a bowl of steaming pinto beans on the kitchen table and pulled a chair out to seat himself.

I grabbed a chair and took a seat as well, popping a warm hushpuppy into my mouth. “It’s going to suck when we run out of propane.”

Murphy shook his head, betraying a moment of frustration before he smiled. “That White I killed a couple weeks back—”

“At the neighbor’s house?” I asked. The house on the neighboring parcel of land stood a couple of hundred yards distant through thick growths of cedars and live oaks. Murphy had come across the infected man while scavenging but hadn’t said much more about it.

“He was starting to get pretty ripe.” Murphy threw in a shrug. “Catfish are bottom feeders. They like stink-bait. I figured since the White’s skull was already open, you know, I took a chunk of it and put it on the hook.” Murphy nodded down at the catfish on the platter. “Three feet long. We could’ve had a fish fry and fed the whole block.”

“Back before,” I said, avoiding the thought of why the catfish in the lake seemed to be thriving.

Nodding, Murphy agreed. “Before.”

“We won’t eat all of that before it goes bad.” I patted my belly, feeling the ripple of muscles beneath my shirt. “I’ll try though. It won’t hurt me to put on a few pounds.”

Murphy said, “I’ll bet you’ve put on twenty since we got here.”

“You think?” I asked. “Am I getting fat?” I smiled.

Murphy shook his head. “You should have seen yourself before. You were a skinny little fucker.”

I recalled looking in the mirror after I was finally able to keep myself on my feet. I’d lost a lot of weight through the course of everything that had happened, a lot more than I could afford. I remembered thinking at the time I looked like a tweaker who’d been hitting the meth too long. Twenty pounds, or however many pounds I’d put back on, still left me pretty lean but looking more normal than not.

As for Murphy, I’d have guessed he’d lost well over fifty pounds since it all started. Maybe a bit more. The difference was that he had the extra pounds to lose. Now he was thickly muscled with no fat at all.

I put a few filets on my plate, with a handful of hushpuppies, and a big scoop of beans. Murphy did the same.

The first bite of the catfish put a smile on my face. “Good,” I said through a full mouth.

“It’s good to see you smile.”

“Whatever,” I said as I chewed, swallowed, and stuffed in another bite. “What’s up with these hushpuppies? Aren’t they supposed to be round?”

Murphy ignored the dig. He looked out at the lake through the frilly curtains hanging partially closed. He took another big bite of fish. “Not to pat myself on the back too hard, but this does taste like my mom’s.”

I looked out the window to see what had Murphy’s interest. “What else is on your mind? What are you looking for out on the lake?”

“Nothing,” said Murphy. “It’s pretty.”

“Yeah, whatever.” I nodded toward the window. “Spill it. What?”

“You’ve been such a melancholy little bitch since we got here, it’s nice to see you smiling.”

“I—”

Murphy raised his big hands, palms facing me. “I’m not trying to start anything. I know what happened as well as you. I was there, remember?”

It was something I tried hard to put out of my mind. I looked down at the floor as I thought about the feeling of Steph’s hand going limp in mine. Her death still hurt. I tried to change the subject back to the food. “Good thing you paid attention when your mom was in the kitchen.”

We ate in silence for a few minutes before Murphy said, “Look man, I know you got…” Murphy made a vague gesture at his head. “I don’t know. You like to hold onto your painful shit. You know what I mean?”

I nodded and shrugged. I knew exactly what he meant. It still didn’t change anything.

“You’re not like me. I get that.”

Shaking my head, I said, “Murphy, I know what you’re going to say. We both went through it. We both lost—” It was hard to see the memory in my mind. It was hard to say—physically hard—because I started to choke up over it. “You watched Mandi die.” I took a deep breath. “We both did. And Russell too. Fuck. And everybody.”

Murphy started to say something, but I raised a hand to keep him quiet. I said, “I lost Steph, as helplessly as you lost Mandi. I don’t know if that helpless part makes a difference. To me, it feels like it does.”

“Pointless painful shit,” Murphy muttered.

“I know how much it hurt you, losing Mandi.”

Murphy nodded.

“You were angry and bitter about it for a while.” I vaguely pointed across the table at him. “Now, the Murphy Philosophy has won out. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were back to normal. Happy fucking Murphy. Too many smiles. Too many jokes.”

“I could get on my pulpit and try to sell you again on the Murphy Plan,” he said.

“I don’t need to be sold,” I told him. “I know sometimes the burden of all the death gets to you. I see you out on the deck occasionally, staring at the water with that lost look in your eyes.”

Murphy shook his head vigorously. “Just because I—”

“No,” I cut him off. “I’m not saying I don’t believe your ideas about life aren’t working for you. I know you still feel the pain. That’s normal. I also know by actively choosing not to wallow in it like me, you’re moving on. You’re going to live. Hell, you’re keeping me alive, too. I appreciate it. Hell, I fucking envy it. I want to buy an economy-size box of Murphy Smalls bullshit so I can find a way past my own crap. I… I guess I’m just so hard-wired for my own shit, I don’t know if I can find my way down the Murphy road.”

“You just gotta keep trying, man.” Murphy smiled. “And quit being a whiny pussy.”

I looked away from Murphy. I don’t know if I was being a whiny pussy. I don’t know if I was grieving myself into a grave. I was feeling things I couldn’t set aside, couldn’t get past.

I said, “I loved her.” There it was.




Chapter 2

Belching and feeling somewhat uncomfortable from all the food stuffed into my belly, I cleaned up the kitchen in the last of the evening light as Murphy pulled all the curtains closed on the back of the house. When everything was clean except for a pile of raw catfish filets laying on a plate beside the stove, I shook my head as I revived our earlier conversation. “It’s a shame all this catfish will go bad.”

“Yeah,” Murphy agreed as he came back into the kitchen. “Nothing we can do with it, though.”

“If the house had solar power, we could probably run the fridge and keep it cold, or freeze it.”

Murphy shrugged. “I think staking your survival plans to solar panels is not a bad idea, but it’s irrelevant. We don’t have any panels. And we don’t know jack shit about running a refrigerator on solar.”

“Yeah. I guess.” I picked up a piece of fish, looked at it, then dropped it onto the pile with a wet slap. “I’ll bet… I’ll bet we could dry this fish in the barbecue grill. It’s got a propane tank on it.”

“Fish jerky?” Murphy grimaced.

I laughed. “We’ve had plenty of days when a piece of fish jerky would have been a dream. I think if you coat it with enough salt and pepper or whatever seasoning we’ve got in the cupboard, it won’t matter anyway. It could be raccoon meat and we wouldn’t know the difference.”

“Ugh,” Murphy replied, then changed the subject. “You getting restless?”

“Why?” I turned and shot an irritated look at Murphy. “What do you mean?”

“I see you out there every day looking at those helicopters.”

“And?”

Murphy laughed. “Sometimes you act like you’re the only smart person in the world. You watch the helicopters come and go, and every day I can tell you’re getting more and more curious. I know you’re going to tell me one day you want to head south and see where they’re going, or head north and see where they’re coming from. I know you.”

I wanted to deny it, but Murphy was right. I knew in my heart I should probably get as far away from the helicopters as I possibly could, but still, some little part of me wanted to believe they represented a return to normalcy—hot food every day, Starbucks, bottled beer, hot showers, civilization. I hesitated to answer. “I am curious about the helicopters.”

Murphy leaned on a counter. “Stop playing with that fish. Wash your hands and let’s talk about this.”

I held up my hands and looked at them. Okay, I shouldn’t have touched the raw fish. Still, clean hands were another one of those luxuries left behind. I wiped them on my pants. “Good enough, mom?”

Murphy glanced into a kettle we kept beside the sink. We shared the chore of filling it from the lake, but didn’t boil it so it wasn’t for drinking. It was for pouring over dirty hands or dirty dishes, and unfortunately, I’d used the last of it cleaning up the dinner dishes. Murphy said, “If you get sick, don’t blame me.”

I looked at my hands. “I’m conditioning my weak immune system for a dirty world.”

“Whatever.”

I smiled. “So what did you want to say about the helicopters?”

“Civilization is out there somewhere,” Murphy pointed toward the lake, “wherever those helicopters are taking off from and landing.”

“I’m with you so far.”

“Every day I see those,” he said, “I wonder about Rachel.”

“Do you worry whether she and the others made it out to Balmorhea?” I asked.

“I don’t know that answer,” Murphy frowned. “I can only guess, and guesses aren’t worth shit.”

“Yup.” I took a moment before I asked. “Do you think that by finding the folks with the helicopters you can get in touch with Rachel and Dalhover somehow?”

“Yes,” Murphy answered. “I gotta believe these guys with the helicopters are setting up some kind of communication network at least. Maybe they’re trying to reestablish order. If that’s the case, at some point, they’ll come into contact with Rachel and the others.”

“Murphy, you’re being unemotional about Rachel and kind of ignoring the underlying question.”

“Which is?” he asked.

“Whether you made a mistake in staying here with me. Whether I made a mistake in choosing to remain.”

Murphy shook his head in instant response. “Rachel’s tough. She’s smart. She doesn’t need me to protect her. Sure, I would have liked to stay with her but—” Murphy cut off his words for no apparent reason.

“But what?” I asked, my curiosity piqued.

He frowned again. “What you said that night on the pontoon boat.”

“That we’ll always be different?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Murphy nodded. “If we hadn’t showed up that night and saved Rachel and her hillbilly friends, I think they would have made it out of that cove. Hell, I’m sure Rachel and Freitag would have made it out anyway. Everything that happened after, happened because you and me are Whites. Regular people are afraid of us.” Murphy jumped up and sat on the counter.

“You think what happened was our fault?”

“Yeah.” He nodded again. “Some of it, all of it, I don’t know. Maybe eventually, Jay and his crazy brother would have backstabbed everyone anyway.”

“Those guys were nuts.” That was a fact. They didn’t behave rationally. Something inexplicable was wrong with them. Their behavior was too far outside the norm. How they’d been so crazy and not been locked up somewhere was an unanswered question that bothered me a lot.

Murphy nodded an acknowledgment. “You and me coming into the situation, we were like a powder keg. No, we were the sparks in a powder keg. We blew it all up. We didn’t mean to, you were just Null Spotting around and… I have to thank you for that. I would never have known my sister was alive if you hadn’t dragged me down to help those people stranded in the cove. I’m glad it happened. I just wish it didn’t go as far as it went. I wish all those people wouldn’t have died.”

“Do you think that was our fault, then?” I asked.

Murphy shook his head. “It was all Jay and his crazy brother. Without them, maybe we’d all be living happily ever after on Monk’s Island. Or maybe we’d have moved in and some of the other dipshits would have knifed us in our sleep. Jay was crazy, but plenty of those others hated us. A lot more of them—most of them—were afraid of us. That’s why most of them didn’t go out to Balmorhea, but instead back to Monk’s Island.”

Nodding, I replied, “I think you’re right.”

“Yup,” Murphy grinned. “So we’re cool. I didn’t think you were thinking straight that night they all left you and me here alone, but I think it was the right move. I’m a danger to Rachel just by being around her. She’s better off out there with Dalhover and the others.”

“Okay.” It felt good to have that behind us. I’d been afraid that Murphy was staying with me through resentful loyalty only. “What about the helicopters, then?”

“I told you what I think about ‘em,” said Murphy. “You tell me what you’re thinking.”

“I think they represent… ” I wasn’t sure exactly. “A threat. Possibly. They could represent something good, but it’s most likely a threat.”

“Why do you want to go see, then?” Murphy asked.

“We need to know,” I said. “It’s that simple. We just have to understand what all the threats are out there. Every time we go forward without all the information, we get in trouble. I don’t know if that’s something that can be fixed, but I know I’m going to mitigate that as much as possible.”

“Really?” Murphy laughed.

Clearly, he didn’t believe me. I huffed. “You tell me what you think my reasons are.”

“Oh, I’m not saying those aren’t valid reasons,” said Murphy. “You like to overthink things, and you especially like to hide from your motivations. It’s because you hate yourself most of the time.”

“Okay, Sigmund Freud.” I rolled my eyes dramatically. “Why don’t you tell me what I want out of the chasing-down-the-helicopter question?”

“In a way,” said Murphy, “you’re like a cat sitting out on that deck every day, watching a mouse crawl back and forth across the floor. Not knowing where the helicopters are coming from or where they’re going is driving you crazy. You can’t help yourself. Now that the thought is in your mind, you don’t have the impulse control to put it back out again. It’s going to nag at you until you do something about it no matter how dangerous it might be.”

“Wow.” I wasn’t sure whether to be offended or not. “You think my motivations are that simple? Really?”

“Nobody is as complicated as they think they are.” Murphy shrugged. “For the most part, we’re all just a bunch of Whites with a thin layer of rationalizations and morality keeping us civilized. Mostly, we just want to eat, fuck, and play.”

I laughed. “Sometimes, Murphy.”

“Sometimes?”

I said, “You’re a lot smarter than you think you are.”

“You’re not gonna say that when I tell you the other reason we need to chase those helicopters.”

Cautiously, I asked, “Okay what is my other reason?”

“I’m not sure if you’ve got a death wish or what, but it’s like you’ve got this dark-hearted picture of yourself that you feel like you need to nurture. Or torture. Maybe if I find you a teddy bear in one of these houses you can start hugging it at night and you’ll get better. I don’t know.”

“Fuck you about that teddy bear shit,” I told him, a little bit angry.

“The other reason is that you’re an adrenaline junkie,” he said. “I don’t know if you were before, but I know you are now. You get off on the crazy shit like nobody I ever saw.”

“And you don’t?” I accused.

Murphy shrugged and smiled guiltily. “I do. Hell, maybe that’s the main reason we’re both not dead. As hard as all this shit is to deal with, I mean, they’re people. We kill sick people to survive. It’s a rush when you’re in the shit and you’re fighting just to stay alive. There’s nothing like it.”

I nodded. I agreed with all of that.

“And this is cool and all, relaxing and eating and getting fat, but you’re going to get restless sitting around in quiet paradise. You need to go find some trouble.”

“You know as well as I do that nothing is static anymore,” I said. “We’ve been lucky for six weeks. Only a few Whites have come out here to fuck with us. Eventually, more will come than we can handle and we’ll have to go. I think we head out on our terms, not theirs.”

Nodding, Murphy said, “We need to prepare ourselves to go then.”

I nodded.

Murphy put his hand on his left side, just below the ribs, the place where I’d been shot on my side. He asked, “Does that cause you a problem when you swing your machete? Can you move around okay?”

Holding my shoulder again, I swung my arm around to confirm. “It feels a little tight, but I think I’m okay. How are we set for M4 ammunition?”

“I’ve got maybe three hundred rounds. You didn’t have any on you when I pulled your ass out of the shit. We’ve got your rifle but—”

“But?” I asked though I knew what was coming.

“But you can’t hit a goddamn thing with it. We need to ditch that rifle—I don’t know, leave it here or drop it off for those fucks on Monk’s Island, and get you something that fits with your abilities.”

“And that would be?”

Murphy grinned. “A shotgun, of course.”

“Do you think that’s a good idea?” I asked. “It’ll be noisy as hell.”

“Damn. You’re right.” Murphy thought back to all of the hassles we went through to get the damned silencers. “You know what? It doesn’t matter. You keep your M4. Whether you have a shotgun or an M4, you can only hit things that are pretty close. With the M4, you shoot from the hip. Spray a half dozen rounds in the direction that your Whites are coming from, and you might hit them with one or two. But thirty divided by six is only five.”

“Say what?” Math.  Never my strong suit.

“The magazine holds thirty rounds. If you fire a couple of three-round bursts at every target, you’ll get five shots in before you have to reload. A pump-action twelve gauge might get you eight rounds.”

“But reloading that—don’t I have to feed those shells in one at a time? No magazine, right?”

“That’s right,” Murphy nodded emphatically. “You’re better off with the silenced M4. You’ll just need to carry lots of ammo.”

“Sounds like maybe we need to visit Camp Mabry again.”

“Ugh. I hate that place.”




Chapter 3

We left the lake house mid-morning the next day and motored at a gasoline-efficient speed down the lake. With enough water and food in our bags to keep us fed and hydrated for a few days, the pontoon held plenty more water and food items hidden in storage compartments under the seats. We figured we could leave the boat anchored in a cove beyond the easy reach of any passing Whites. That would provide us two places—the boat and the lake house—that were safe and stocked, awaiting our return.

You never can be too safe.

At least that was a phrase I told myself as congratulations when I felt like I was doing something smart. The rest of the time—which seemed like most of the time—I ran on a full-tilt mix of testosterone and stupid and didn’t deserve any self-congratulating clichés.

A thin layer of high, gray clouds kept most of the morning’s sunshine off of us. A wind carried bow spray across the deck, putting an unpleasant edge on the chill.

Murphy piloted the boat between two rows of widely spaced white and faded orange channel buoys through the winding center of the lake. I sat on one of the bench seats, watching the green shoreline pass by, seeing the empty branches of trees that only weeks before were full of leaves. Houses occupied slices of lakefront property both large and small. All appeared to be deserted. Even the Whites were out of sight.

I laid my arm on the rail, hanging it out over the water. I wondered if I’d still had all the sensation in my skin if I’d need to put on a heavy coat. I wondered what exactly it was about cold sensation on skin that made a person need to dress more warmly. I wondered how the Whites would react to the cold spells to come. Would they seek shelter as I guessed they were doing now? Or would they run around chasing each other half-naked through the cold until their teeth chattered enough to push them back indoors to huddle their stinking bodies out of the wind?

I noticed Murphy was steering pretty close to one of the lines of buoys.

“You dozing off back there?” I asked. “I can drive if you need me to.”

“I’m thinking about that shotgun thing again.”

I said, “I thought that was settled.”

Murphy took a magazine out of his vest and tossed it over to me. I reached out, fumbled the catch, and it clattered on the deck. He shouted, “Don’t let it—”

I jumped to my knees and trapped the magazine as it slipped near the edge of the deck. I caught it and held it up with a grin full of false confidence.

“You need to get active again,” he said. “Lazy time has made you clumsy.”

I pretended to check that the magazine was full as I ignored Murphy’s remark. I was getting a little clumsy, but it wasn’t because I’d been lazy. I suspected it was the virus affecting my motor skills. “What do you want me to do with this?”

“It’s for your rifle,” said Murphy.

“You want me to shoot?” I shook my head, giving Murphy an obvious hint on what I thought the answer to that question should be. “We’ve only got three hundred rounds, right?”

“We need to give you some practice shooting from the hip and see how that works out.”

“You sure?” I asked.

“If it costs two or three magazines to find out, that’s cheap compared to what it’ll cost us later if you can’t hit anything.”

I nodded. He was right.

Murphy pointed at a buoy bobbing on the waves coming up on our starboard bow. “I’ll pass by about ten feet out.” Murphy throttled down. “Three-round bursts. We’ll see how you do. Then we’ll see how far we can get from the buoys and still have a hope of hitting one.”

I wanted to think I couldn’t miss the buoy. It was basically a white plastic tube—probably filled with foam—standing four feet out of the waves, maybe ten inches in diameter. This particular one had a faded orange diamond shape with a speed limit in the center. It wasn’t as big as a man, but it presented a target the size of a kid on profile.

I positioned myself on the starboard bow of the boat just past where the side rail ended. I leveled my weapon and squeezed off three rounds.

The water splashed way out in the distance.

Keeping my curses to myself, I fired again.

More splashes.

Again.

With nine rounds spent, all sinking to Lake Travis’ rocky bottom, I looked at Murphy and faked a smile. “I think I missed.”

“He nodded.”

Still, I hoped. “Maybe I got a few rounds in but… you know.”

Murphy raised his own weapon, took quick aim and fired one shot.

The buoy slammed backwards onto the surface of the lake, leaving only a small drifting cloud of white plastic dust to mark the space it had been standing in a second before.

“Dammit,” I muttered as I watched the buoy pop back vertical and wobble to and fro before it settled into its previous position. Once it settled into a rhythm on the waves, I fired another nine rounds. Nothing hit.

Murphy sped the boat toward the next buoy. “I’ll get closer to this next one.”

“Closer?” I asked.

Murphy shrugged. “We gotta know.”

What the fuck is wrong with me?

I wanted to shout out in frustration, but I knew what was wrong. The virus was debilitating my coordination and I just didn’t want to accept it. I could only hope it would stop before I was an invalid or a brain-fried White.

The next buoy came up again on my side of the boat. We slowed. I fired three rounds. “Dammit.” They all missed. How could I miss from so close? I fired again. The plastic popped loudly and the buoy fell back into the water. When it popped back up, it splashed me. I fired another burst and then another. A few hits, mostly misses. I clenched my jaw and glared at the buoy. The boat wasn’t moving by then except for being pushed slowly by the wind.

I swung my rifle down in its sling and pulled my machete out, swinging it in an arc at the top of the buoy. The brittle orange-decaled plastic cracked and the machete jammed in the foam. I yanked hard, letting my temper do the thinking. The boat drifted. I lost my balance and fell in.




Chapter 4

Murphy pulled me out of the lake and retrieved my machete from the buoy, letting me sulk for a while as he motored up the lake.

After the wind had blown over my skin long enough to dry it out, leaving me with cold, wet pants and a soaked shirt, I said, “You remember how I told you I used to play paintball all the time, right?”

“You mentioned it,” said Murphy.

“There was this one time, I was down in San Antonio with some friends,” I said. “There was this indoor course set up in an old warehouse with lots of obstacles and stuff.”

“Like what?” he asked.

“They made ‘em out of plywood, little house-like things, and mazes and stuff, a couple of towers. They kept the place dimly lit. They had black lights and strobe lights. Hell, they even had a disco ball.”

Murphy laughed. “Sounds like a skating rink.”

“They wanted the players to be able to sneak around inside,” I said. “You know, to make it interesting.”

Murphy grunted an acknowledgment.

“My buddy Rusty and I were on different teams. And…” I looked back at Murphy. “You’ve played paintball, right? You know how the guns work?”

“Little hopper on top full of paintballs,” he said, “compressed air canister. Sure.”

I rolled my eyes. A yes or no would have been sufficient. “Well I’m not sure what happened exactly, but we were playing this game and it got down to just me and Rusty. I was running down to get behind this obstacle over by a wall, thinking I was going to flank him and shoot him in the back.”

Murphy laughed. “That’s always the best way to shoot somebody.”

I smiled. Paintball had been fun back in those days. “The real shock came when I realized he was thinking the same thing as me, running around the obstacle from the other direction. We both got there at the same time, surprised as hell.”

“I’ll bet.”

“We both came to a stop,” I continued, “and unloaded at each other from like ten feet away.”

“Sounds painful,” said Murphy. “Those paintballs leave a welt.”

“That’s the funny thing.” I shook my head to emphasize my point. “He never hit me.”

“He was a terrible shot,” Murphy concluded.

“I never hit him either.”

“Wait.” Murphy had been looking out over the bow but turned to look at me directly. “You used to be pretty good with a gun. Are you saying you’ve always sucked? I’m confused.”

“No,” I told him. “Not that at all. I think we surprised each other and our adrenaline was pumping and we were so busy trying to shoot as many balls off as we could that our aim went wild. Even from that close we couldn’t hit each other.”

“So your point is that you’re excited when you shoot now?” said Murphy. “That’s why you miss?”

“No,” I said. “Let me finish. I think something about the virus in my brain is making me a shitty shot. I think if we get in a situation where I need to be able to shoot something, I may be calm, I might not be. If I’m not, my aim will get worse. I think I’ll be useless with the M4.”

“Those buoys are smaller than people.”

“Yeah, but I need to hit a lot more than three or four out of thirty shots,” I said, “and from a lot farther away.”

Giving up, Murphy nodded. “What do you think then, no gun for you?”

“I think maybe a shotgun like you suggested is the best thing, at least for a last resort weapon.”

Nodding, Murphy said, “Then we should saw it off if we can find a hacksaw.”

“I’m all for the cool factor of a sawed-off shotgun,” I said. “Besides that, why saw it off?”

“Sawing it off will make it spread faster so you’ll be more likely to hit what you’re pointing at.”

“Any downside?” I asked.

“Sawing it off reduces its lethal range, but that won’t matter to you,” Murphy laughed. “You won’t be able to hit anything that’s not pretty much standing next to you anyway.”

“I’ll update the shopping list.” Having made my attempt at humor, I thought to ask, “Do they make suppressors for shotguns?”

“Yes, but they don’t quiet the weapon down as much as you might think. And they’re long and bulky. One would make the shotgun too clumsy to do you any good.”




Chapter 5

I removed the suppressor from my M4 and put it in my backpack. It was too valuable to leave with the boat, which is where the M4 was going to stay with one full magazine attached, placed in a bin under one of the seats along the port side. With a weapon added to the stores of food already onboard, the pontoon boat would be a great backup plan for whatever crazy shit befell us as we tromped around town.

Murphy pulled the boat into shallow water near the bank as we started to survey houses for candidates—something pretty close to shore, no Whites around, looking like it might have a shotgun inside. We didn’t have any criteria for the shotgun part. Not really. I was looking for oversized pickup trucks parked by the houses. In my mind, guns and 4x4 pickups with big knobby tires correlated strongly. No point in risking a house search if the odds aren’t in your favor.

I didn’t ask Murphy what he was looking for.

Murphy throttled back on the engine, putting it briefly into reverse before cutting it off, letting the boat drift toward a dock extending out from the shore by a few boat lengths.

With the sound of the boat’s engine silenced, I noticed the whup-whup-whup of the helicopters moving across the sky on their morning run south. I stepped over to the port side of the boat and leaned out from under the canopy to see. The sound was louder than usual, closer.

Murphy leaned out to look up. He pointed. “That helicopter is circling back. You think they’re coming this way? It sure looks like it.”

Behind our boat, the white foam of our wake was dissipating in the waves, but would have been visible from afar. “Maybe they saw us.”

Murphy looked from left to right, I think searching for a place to hide.

I walked out from under the canopy and onto the bow deck. The helicopter was definitely headed our way. “If they come over here and land, it could save us a trip downtown.”

Murphy shook his head. He was nervous and I’d learned to trust his instincts. He was seldom wrong.

The helicopter descended down near the water fifty or so yards out. Waves flattened as the helicopter pushed a rush of air down. Engine noise drowned out our words. The rotors blew a spray of lake water over the boat and into our eyes.

Murphy raised his rifle to his shoulder.

With my rifle stowed under a bench already, I raised my machete as I eyed the greenish, dark water, hoping it was deep enough for a dive, hoping I could swim the long distance down shore to the next dock. I didn’t know if I’d have to make the attempt, but if I found myself in the water, I’d need to find somewhere to hide.

The helicopter’s skids weren’t ten feet above the surface.

In the cockpit, the copilot stared at us. The side doors of the cargo area were pushed all the way open. Several men in ragtag military uniforms sat inside—some looking out, others bored and staring at nothing. One sat with his legs dangling out in the air from his seat beside a mounted machine gun on the side of the helicopter. Through the passing of a second or two they all saw us—faces showing first their surprise, then their fear.

Shit.

“Go!” Murphy shouted.

The guy by the machine gun scrambled to get behind it as the helicopter lurched left and started to rise.

Murphy jumped out of the boat and onto the dock.

The machine gun ripped a rapid series of wildly aimed, panicked bullets. They tore through our boat’s deck and aluminum pontoons.

I dove for the water as another burst shredded our boat.




Chapter 6

Well, I can’t outswim a helicopter underwater. Not even on the surface. No surprise. I could swim deep though, and I knew that all I needed was a little more than three feet. Hey, I used to watch TV before the Whites made a mess of everything. You can learn some stuff there. What I knew was that about three feet was plenty of water to keep me safe from bullets. The other factor in my favor was the pea-green murk of Lake Travis that left visibility near the surface at maybe five feet on a sunny day. Thankfully, the sun was still behind a layer of clouds, which meant less visibility.

I swam.

With my backpack and my machete weighing me down, it was no problem to keep my depth.

I spun in a barrel roll as I kicked, getting a long glance at the surface and seeing nothing but glowing green. If I couldn’t see the helicopter, it couldn’t see me. I still heard its repetitive thumping. I still heard the machine gun fire. I heard rounds splash the surface and I saw bubble trails emerge from the glow. I let myself sink deeper. After all, you can’t believe everything you see on TV.

Feeling momentarily invulnerable, I was glad the helicopter’s gunner was firing at me, probably the most prominent blur of fast-moving white skin he saw after pulling his trigger. That would give Murphy time to escape. I didn’t entertain the possibility that Murphy was laying on the dock full of holes and bleeding.

I swam away from the direction implied by the bullet’s bubble trails. The gunner had guessed where I was based on how I dove into the water. I wasn’t going to come up for air along that vector. I wasn’t going to be easy prey.

Instead, I turned on a path that paralleled the shore, putting me on an intersecting course with the other dock I’d seen. I didn’t think I had enough air in my lungs to reach the dock, but I needed to try.

No, I needed to make it.

It was that kind of situation. To come up for air with nothing to hide me—a bright, white-skinned head with little hair against the green water—would make me an easy target.

The dock was cover. If I could get there and swim below it, I could surface on the other side where the men in the helicopter wouldn’t see me. I liked the unrealistic idea of surfacing in the air gap beneath the dock, but those gaps were only under the docks on Lake Austin below the dam. The water there was kept at a constant level—when it wasn’t flooding. The water on Lake Travis rose and fell by dozens of feet through the course of a year of normal rainfall. All the marinas and docks were built on enormous cubes of foam to keep them afloat on the water’s surface leaving no room for coming to the surface beneath them.

The sound of bullet splashes grew faint.

The helicopter was so loud it was impossible to tell where it was.

The machine gun fire stopped.

I pushed on.

I needed air, but that was nothing new. It seemed like every time I got into the water anymore, I needed to hold my breath way past the point of comfort. I was becoming very familiar with how far past my perceived limits I could actually push myself.

I was way past the point of protests from my lungs and into that part of oxygen deprivation where my vision was starting to tunnel black around the edges. It was time to surface or drown. I curled into a ball, put my feet in the muck on the lakebed, and exhaled all of my air as I pushed to the surface. I was only going up long enough to suck in some air, then go right back down again.

My shoulder hit something hard and my head bounced against foam.

I’d made it to the other dock.

But I needed air, right now.

I scrambled through the water, grabbing for the dock’s edge, found it, and pushed my face above the surface. I sucked in my breath, got a quick glimpse at the sky, and went back down again, moving over beneath the dock.

I found a cable support on the bottom side of the floating structure to hold onto. I needed to keep myself still. I also needed another breath. After holding my breath too long the first time, the second one didn’t last.

Leaning my head back, I slowly surfaced while holding onto the cable support, putting just my face above the water. I grabbed another deep breath, pushed my luck and took a second, then went back under again.

I listened.

The sound of the helicopter’s blades beating the air wasn’t as loud as it had been a few moments before.

I waited.

Maybe they were leaving.

Maybe they were hovering over the house, looking for Murphy. Maybe they were just up higher where they could get a view over a larger area. I had no way to know. I only had a need to breathe, and a hope not to be seen when I surfaced.

I held my breath as long as I dared.

Moving slowly, I came out from under the dock and rose to the surface, looking for any movement, any shape against the grayness of the clouds. Nothing.

I took two more deep breaths and tried to get an idea of where the helicopter was. Somewhere high above the other dock was all I could figure. In fact, a lot higher. They were leaving. I sank myself back below the dock again and listened carefully.

The sound diminished while I continued to wonder, what were they doing? Did they see the pontoon boat’s wake from where they were flying? Did they come over to check on survivors? They must have been surprised when they saw two Whites on a boat. I wondered what was going through their heads now that they’d gotten past their knee-jerk choice to try and kill us. Were they familiar with Slow Burns and Smart Ones? They must have thought we were both of some dangerous variety of White.

I needed air.

I surfaced again and stayed up, looking around.

The helicopter was at least a mile distant and flying away.




Chapter 7

When the helicopter was far enough away that I couldn’t hear it over wind and waves I climbed up on the dock and looked around. The boards on the dock near where our boat had been were barbed with splinters where the machine gun’s bullets had ripped through.

I saw no body on the dock and none floating—good.

I saw no pontoon boat—bad.

The bastards had sunk our boat.

I looked around on the shore, thinking of calling out to Murphy—stupid idea. Any Whites already on their way to investigate the helicopter and machine gun noise would zero in on my voice and I’d soon be running from them instead of finding Murphy. The smart money would have been to hoof it down shore and put some distance between me and the scene of the attack. That was smart if saving my skin was the only thing I was concerned about. So, not an option. Just as I knew Murphy wouldn’t abandon me, I wouldn’t abandon him.

Keeping an eye on the trees and lawns I jogged off the dock and headed toward the house where we’d hoped to find the shotgun. I listened. I craned my neck to glimpse around corners.

And there it was. The sound. Whites were inbound.

I stopped and waited a second, listening to assess the threat. At least a few dozen were on their way, and the nearest were pretty close. I pulled my machete out. Depending on how crazed they were by noise and hunger, I’d have work to do while looking for Murphy.

I crossed a yard, shrunken by the high level of the lake, and worked my way through a copse with all the natural underbrush removed. Thank the previous residents for that. Too many of the natural undergrowth plants protected themselves from tromping feet with thorns.

Movement in my peripheral vision on the left caught my attention. Two Whites were on the road, just now coming off the asphalt and angling through the trees toward me.

Damn.

I guess one of their half-pint brains must have decided that the first moving, person-shaped thing they saw was the cause of the ruckus. The other was probably a me-too White, following along because he was too stupid to even come to a wrong conclusion.

I looked left and right again as I turned to face my two admirers. Nothing else around, yet.

I backpedaled, both to boost my pursuers’ confidence and to move into a space between the trees where I had plenty of room to swing my machete.

I took a calm breath, focused on my prey, and figured I’d seal the deal with a few words to put them into a thought-free frenzy. “Hey, buddy. I taste pretty good.”

The first one salivated. The second grunted some kind of weird happy pig noise. They started to run.

When the fastest of the two was within a few steps of me, I did a little matador sidestep and swung my machete up towards his throat. His momentum did all the work. Cartilage crunched. Blood exploded from his throat. He went down.

Surprised by all the blood, the grunter’s eyes focused on the wrong things and he didn’t see my backhanded swing slash down on the side of his head until it was way too late to do little more than blink.

At my feet, the first one twitched and got on with his dying. The second one dropped in a limp pile of white skin on top of his buddy.

I guessed—besides leaving an enormous gash across the grunter’s face, probably having broken if not cut through his jaw—he was probably knocked out. I glanced back toward the road looking for more Whites, saw none, and hacked down on the back of the grunting White’s neck.

Done.

I stepped away from the fresh corpses and surveyed the area around me again. Silent movement ten feet to my right startled me and I jumped back as I recognized the big white shape. “Dammit, Murphy. You sneaky bastard. You scared the shit out of me.”

Murphy chuckled. “We need to get out of sight.”

I looked around again—assessing, planning. Run or hide? “Those assholes sank our boat.”

“They shot that house up too.” Murphy pointed. “It’s got an attic I think we can hide inside for awhile.”

My shoulders sagged as I thought about the last time we’d used an attic for refuge.

“I checked it out while those guys were trying to shoot you,” said Murphy. “I figured they’d come after me so I was looking for a good place to hide and ambush them.”

“Ambush a helicopter?” I asked.

“No, man. The dudes if they landed and got out to come find me.” Murphy shook his head to make sure I knew the misunderstanding was all my fault. He pointed at the house. “It’s a pretty nice attic. It’s even got windows.”

Good enough.

I nodded toward the house. “Lead the way.”




Chapter 8

As attics go, it wasn’t bad. Nothing much was stored there. Indeed, it seemed to have been built out as a hideaway for children or grandchildren, accessible only by a pull-down ladder through the ceiling of the floor below. Three dormer windows facing the lake let a breeze blow in. The only drawback was a low, awkwardly shaped ceiling.

As Murphy and I sat up there in silence, we watched at least a hundred Whites show up outside, individually and in groups, there to investigate the noisy sounds of normal humans, the helicopter, and the gunshots. They wandered around the grounds. Some walked out onto the splintered dock and looked curiously at the holes. A few found their way inside the house.

It took a few hours for most of them to leave. Some stayed downstairs. We didn’t know how many.

Murphy whispered, “Let’s just hang here for the day. We’ll give those Whites a chance to get hungry, then they’ll take off to search for food somewhere else.”

It made sense. No point wasting ammunition and taking the risk when an afternoon of boredom would cause the Whites to lose interest and move on. “What do you think about the helicopter assholes?”

“They don’t seem like nice folks to me.” Murphy grinned at the understatement.

“Why do you think they shot at us?”

Murphy chuckled softly. “We’re Whites.”

“The world is full of Whites,” I argued.

Murphy pretended to put some thought into his response before he said, “Okay professor, why don’t you tell me what you think?”

“I think they thought we were survivors until they saw us up close. Then I think they deduced that we were Smart Ones because we were driving the boat. I think that’s why they spent a little extra time trying to kill us. Just like we learned about Smart Ones, it’s worth it to go out of your way to kill them.”

Murphy rubbed his hand over his chin. He was skeptical. “How’s that different than what I said?”

“Fuck you, Murphy.”

He laughed.

“Keep it down,” I scolded. “The Whites will hear you.”

“Okay,” he said. “Don’t get your skivvies in a bunch. I’ll play along. Do you think the helicopter assholes know the difference between Slow Burns and Smart Ones? Or do they know and not care? I mean, that’s why we stayed, isn’t it? Instead of going out to Balmorhea with the rest of them.”

“Because normal people are going to hate us no matter what.” I said it like a too-often uttered cliché, because it was.

Nodding, Murphy said, “They just proved that. So what do we do now?”

I crawled on my hands and knees over to a window to look out at the lake while I thought about our options. Murphy took off his backpack and laid it on the floor, leaned back against a wall covered in bright blue carpet, the same shaggy carpet that covered the floor.

“Here’s what I think,” I half-whispered.

“These people need to update their décor?” Murphy chuckled. “This shit looks like something from the seventies.”

I hissed, “Keep it quiet.”

“I sense a Null Spot moment coming.”

I shook my head. “Hear me out.”

“Unless I fall asleep while you ramble on about it, I don’t think I have a choice.”

“Nope,” I told him. “I know you’re not going to like it, but I think we stick with the plan.”

Sarcastically, Murphy said, “I can’t wait to hear why.”

“I thought you were going to fall asleep from boredom.”

“Oh, you’ve got my attention now.”

“Good,” I said, with a big fake smile. “First off, if these helicopter assholes are going to start flying around Austin shooting at us every time we take our boat out or presumably drive a car or anything, I’m going to get pissed. I don’t want to get shot by some machine gun-happy chucklehead in a helicopter. I think we need to know what these guys are about. I think we at least need to assess the danger. Do they think we’re dangerous Smart Ones? Or do they just shoot at all Whites? Finally, there’s the off-chance they’ll be friendly enough—”

“Tolerant is your best hope,” Murphy told me. “That they’ll have short-term tolerance.”

“Yeah, tolerant,” I agreed. “We need to find out if we can at least communicate with them well enough so you can find out whether they’re in contact with your sister and the others. Or we need to know if they‘re a new danger in the neighborhood.”

“And?”

“What do you mean, and?” I asked.

Murphy shook his head. “There’s always a hidden ‘and’ with you. That all sounds too rational, so I’m wondering about the hidden part. You know, that part that warms the Null Spot cockles.”

“You don’t even know what a cockle is.”

Murphy shrugged. “What was the ‘and’? I’m still listening for that part.”

I looked back out the window. “There doesn’t have to be an ‘and’.”

“But there is, isn’t there? Just tell me what it is.”

I huffed. “If they’re a danger to us,” I said, “I think I’d maybe like to toss a grenade or two in each of their helicopters when they park them for the night. I don’t like being at a disadvantage.”

“Just toss in a grenade.” Murphy laughed. “Yeah, right. It’ll be that easy.”

“No.” Of course it wouldn’t. “Let’s scout out the situation and go from there. That’s all I’m saying.”

“Whatever.”




Chapter 9

By the time the Whites left the house, it was late in the day and our best choice was to spend the night in the attic. The next morning, we went out on our shotgun hunt. We got lucky—in the second house we searched we found an old double-barrel shotgun with a pair of barrels so long that I thought the gun might be more effective at poking Whites from a distance to keep them away from me.

As much as I’d romanticized the lethal potency of a double-barrel shotgun—I’m a big action movie fan, but I’ve mentioned that before—the damn thing was impractical to the point of being more harmful than useful. The idea of two shots, reload, two shots, reload seemed only slightly more effective than my machete. Two Whites I figured I could handle pretty easily with my blade. I’d done that and more on countless occasions.

Murphy convinced me that any weapon—as a backup plan—was better than none. We started searching houses for a hacksaw to shorten the barrel; an idea I liked a lot. A short-barrel hand cannon with a spread I couldn’t miss with had an immeasurable movie-based cool factor.

It was nearing noon when we were searching through a house that had been somebody’s idea of a modern design forty years ago. Now it was just ugly. One day it would be a collection of concrete piers and rotten wood.

The house’s garage held nothing except a dusty sedan—no lawn equipment, no skis, no shovels, and no tools. We figured the house was a bust for finding a hacksaw. Nevertheless, we’d already determined it was free of Whites so why not search it?

I was rummaging through a cluttered home office with a view of the lake out a big window when Murphy called from another room. I went running through the house with my machete ready, expecting anything.

When I jumped through the door, prepared to hack, I saw Murphy looking at a tall gun safe hidden inside a closet. The door hung slightly open.

I said, “Makes sense.”

“How’s that?” Murphy carefully swung the door wide open, stepping back as he did so. Why? Why not? You just never know.

Craning my neck to get a better look inside the safe, I said, “You know, with everything happening, I’m sure the guy needed his guns handy. Why lock it?”

Murphy reached into the safe among a dozen rifles standing in a rack, all tidy, each with a space. He pulled one out—some kind of rifle-looking thing with a pistol grip. He turned to me with a wide grin as he reached the gun out toward me. “Get rid of that old shotgun. This is what you need.”

I leaned the long double-barrel grandpa gun against the wall and accepted the one Murphy handed me. It was compact. It didn’t have the shoulder stock, unnecessary since I couldn’t hit a damn thing when I shot that way. I was going to be shooting from the hip, literally.

“That’s a Mossberg Tactical,” he said. “Badass shotgun.”

“It’s a shotgun?” I asked. I held it up, hefting it in my hands to get a feel for the weight of it. I took a close look at the barrel, which extended maybe four or five inches past the pump mechanism. I liked it.

Murphy said, “Not enough extra barrel on that thing to make it worth sawing off.”

Nodding, satisfied, I said, “This will work.”

“That’ll have six or eight shots,” said Murphy. “I’m not sure.”

“Better than two,” I smiled. The Mossberg felt like a real weapon. “I need to test it out.”

Kneeling down in front of the gun safe and shuffling some boxes around on a shelf inside, Murphy said, “There’s a shitload of twelve gauge shells in here.” He started pulling them out and cradling them in his arm.

“I think I like this guy,” I said, as I looked around at the room. “I hope he made it.”

Murphy started handing me the boxes of shells. “Load up with as much as you feel comfortable carrying.”

I set the gun down, shed my Hello Kitty bag and opened it up. I had room. “What I need is a bandolier for these shells.”

“Yeah, so does everybody else, Poncho Villa.” Murphy laughed. “Keep on the lookout when we’re scavenging. Maybe you’ll come across something. In the meantime, get in the habit of carrying shells in your right front pocket. You can reload from there.”

“No problemos.”

“The good thing about a twelve gauge is that they’re popular and cheap. Everybody’s got one. Shells should be easy to find.” Murphy pointed at the stacks of ammunition boxes in the safe, “Like this.”




Chapter 10

We found another boat later that day that had run aground, just one more of hundreds, if not thousands of boats on the lake that had loosed its mooring lines and went adrift. It was a ski boat with a half tank of gasoline and a charge on the battery sufficient to crank the motor.

We drove it for a bit before shutting down the motor and paddling our way toward a long dock sticking out into the lake near a cluster of closely packed houses. The presence of so many houses all but guaranteed that some of their former residents turned white by the virus would still be lingering.

We anchored far enough from the end of the dock that no overzealous Whites would be tempted to make the jump if they decided they had reason. We needed to get down to the end of the lake, but didn’t want to leave a wake easily spotted by the helicopters when they made their afternoon trip from south to north, going back home.

Thankfully, it wasn’t too late when we saw a single helicopter cross below the clouds. Having seen them pass by twice a day for over a month, I knew that usually one trip was made in each direction each day. The number of helicopters varied from one to three, but on the days when more than one flew, they flew together.

As the sound dissipated and the helicopter turned into a black speck before disappearing, Murphy and I started to paddle our boat toward the dock.

We were safe to run our test.

Once we were at the end of the dock, I leaned out and looped the bow line around a cleat. I wanted it to be easy to remove so I didn’t wrap it. I climbed out of the boat and looked across fifty feet of wooden planks into somebody’s backyard.

Dead grass and knee-deep weeds covered the ground between a few tall oaks whose bows spread widely to shade the entire lawn. The only shrubs grew in a line along the wall of the house. As I looked at the yard, what I saw were only a few tree trunks and no significant bushes behind which Whites could conceal themselves. And that was nearly always my first thought when I looked at any area, where could the Whites be hiding?

For the purposes of my test, the yard was good—not perfect, but good. Any Whites coming would be easily seen a good while before they reached the dock. Bottom line, if my test was going to get out of hand, I’d see it getting that way in plenty of time to get my ass to safety.

With my Hello Kitty bag on my back and my pockets full of twelve gauge shells, I took up a position halfway up the length of the dock. I turned to Murphy who was standing at my side, looking up and down the shore. I said, “I’d feel better if I left my bag in the boat.”

“Yeah,” Murphy agreed. “That would be the smart thing, I guess. But you’ve swam with it before. If you end up in the water you’ll be fine.”

I sighed.

“Besides, you said you wanted a realistic test,” he told me. “We always have backpacks on. That’s just the way life is now. You gotta carry your shit with you. Why not run your test while you’re wearing it?”

Makes sense.

Murphy walked a few paces up the dock to put himself between me and the boat. He readied his M4, but kept the butt at his shoulder and kept it aimed at the water. “I’ll take ‘em out if it turns out you need a hand. Don’t want my Null Spot to get any more teeth marks on his pretty white skin.” He laughed.

“I’m not feeling the sincerity.”

Murphy grinned. “Start when you’re ready.”

I looked at the black shotgun in my hands and got a little bit of an excited tingle. It felt solid. It felt powerful. And it looked badass. I adjusted my stance, leveled the gun, and stabilized my wrist against my hip. I pointed the shotgun at the fat trunk of the nearest oak and fired. The thunder of the gunshot echoed off the house, obnoxiously loud. Instantly, the Whites nearby howled.

Murphy chuckled. “Your test will be here in a minute. Do you want to shoot a few more rounds before they get here? You know, to get a feel for the gun. Maybe reload too?”

Good idea. I pumped the gun and fired at the tree five more times. It was pretty far away, but I know at least some of the shot hit wood. I hurried to reload, moving my hands slowly, putting myself in my calm state as I did. Whites were howling all along the shore, dozens. A few were already crossing the yard, running toward the end of the dock, running toward the tasty stupid man with the noisy gun.

When the first of the Whites pounded his feet on the boards, I had six shells in the shotgun and I was as ready as I was going to be.

I felt the White’s steps vibrate through the dock. An infected girl followed the first one in his sprint toward me. I fired. He lost his balance, spun to his left, and fell into the water. It wasn’t a direct hit by any means, but enough of the pellets had hit him to get the job done. The second White, the girl, was a few paces closer when I fired the second time. She caught most of the shot in her chest. Her legs gave way and she hit the dock with the sound of a large slab of meat.

Excited, I glanced back at Murphy. “Damn. This works.”

With a calm face, he nodded and pointed across the lawn. More whites were trickling into view. Maybe ten were visible running through the knee-deep grass. I had a moment before some of them would be close enough for me to have any hope of shooting them. I pushed two more shells into my new gun and waited.

Twenty-five feet of weathered planks lay between me and the end of the dock. It seems like a good length when you say it, but when frenzied Whites are running at you full speed across the gap, you realize pretty quick that twenty-five feet is a lot like nothing. And as the Whites on the lawn came closer together, looking to mass themselves near the other end—not just two, but at least a dozen more Whites than I had shells loaded in my shotgun—I knew that I’d put myself into a life-or-death situation. Murphy’s well-armed, insuring presence behind me became an afterthought. The safety of the deep water to my left and right was a small comfort.

As soon as a White stepped onto the dock, I fired. My shot killed one following behind him and wounded another. The first White was two long paces closer when my second shot blew a large gout of red out of his chest. That left me three rounds, and at the moment, no Whites on the dock. I finished off the wounded one with a single shot and fired twice more at Whites running across the lawn. They were too far out. I missed both.

Calm.

Breathe.

I reloaded. I did it quickly. More Whites would be on the dock in seconds.

“You good?” Murphy asked, tension in his voice.

“I’m good.” I pushed in six smooth, quick rounds, raised the shotgun to my hip, and fired as a White reached the end of the dock.

Got her.

My confidence was growing with each burst of red blood from white skin.

A group of several more arrived at the other end of the dock.

Too many.

I emptied my shotgun at them in patient shots, giving the wounded and dying a chance to fall before sending my pellets at those behind.

When I was empty, two were still clambering toward me over the dead and writhing bodies.

The number of running Whites coming across the grass was way more than I knew I could handle.

I started to reload, keeping my eye on the two Whites. It was immediately clear that I wouldn’t get the shells into my rifle in time. Everything happened in adrenaline-soaked fast time. I dropped the shells from my hand and pulled out my machete, hacking down in one motion as the first of the two neared me.

Murphy shot the second, and it fell to the dock in front of me.

I chopped down with my machete and lodged the tip into the boards at my feet, took a quick glance at the coming Whites, and decided I had time to reload, provided I didn’t let my nerves get away from me and fumble the attempt.

I didn’t. I finished reloading.

I killed four more Whites with six more shots.

By then, so many of the infected were converging on the end of the dock, Murphy said, “I think we should go.”

“Yeah.” Feeling good, I yanked my machete out of the wood.

Murphy ran to the boat and I followed. I loosed the bow line and shoved off. We floated out by nearly a dozen feet when a runner jumped off the dock and landed in the water close to the boat. I shot him.

Murphy started the engine and I fired at more Whites running up the dock.

As the boat started to pick up speed, I relaxed. We were safe.

“Good test?” Murphy asked.

“I think the shotgun was the right call,” I smiled.

It was good to have a guy who had some experience with real weapons.

“Just keep in mind the noise,” Murphy told me.

“It’s hard to ignore.” I sat down in the passenger seat. “I know panic is what leads to bad choices when it comes time to shoot. We both know all too well that once the shooting starts, things get bad in a hurry. The shotgun is a last resort.”

“Don’t forget it.” He started to chuckle. “Null Spot.”




Chapter 11

It was late in the day but still light outside when Murphy and I docked the boat at the edge of the lake where the water, a tree-covered slope, and a steep, rocky side of the levee converged. The levee extended the dam a quarter mile to the southeast and only ever held water back when the lake was overfilled like it was now.

No Whites were around. Better yet, no helicopters full of belligerent assholes were buzzing about to strafe us.

Murphy tied off the boat. I left the keys in it, and we carefully negotiated the long climb over the rocks to get to the top of the levee. Still, we were alone and the afternoon was starting to settle down to a quiet that belied the would-be dangers lurking when dark finally settled. The air was dead calm.

Prior to the arrival of the virus, the ambient noise of life was the sound of cars and trucks careening over the asphalt at high speed. It was a sound I’d learned to ignore. I’d recalled noticing when it was replaced by a new ubiquitous noise—gunfire. I remember that the gunfire peaked a few days after everything went to shit. For a time, it was near constant—sometimes close, sometimes far away. As the virus ate away at humanity, the gunshots grew more sporadic until a day came when I found myself standing and looking around, sensing something was missing but unable to figure out what it was. Like the absence of the traffic noise, the absence of the gunshots was hard to figure out.

By then, the world’s natural sound was that of birds which seemed to be thriving and tweeting everywhere—house sparrows, cardinals, and doves.  Coyotes loved the new order of things, as I heard their howls and yelps nearly every night. The only manmade sound left was that made by Whites. I guess when the virus fried their powers of speech away, it left them with the desire to vocalize anyway, howling and yelping like the coyotes, screaming when they were on the hunt or being hunted by other Whites. Near or far, their voices were almost always on the wind.

None of the loud ones were around when Murphy and I reached the top edge of the dam, and we didn’t see any moving nearby. Far below and downstream on the riverbank, I saw some Whites trying to corral a small animal. Unless it was able to get into the water and swim away pretty quickly, I didn’t hold out any hope for it.

Murphy and I climbed down the long, treacherous slope on the other side of the levee, coming off it near the shoulder of ranch-to-market road 620. Out of habit, I looked both ways before crossing the five lanes of asphalt, nearly empty except for those cars and trucks stopped on the bridge.

Once across, we concealed ourselves in the dense trees and took a moment to catch our breath.

“So far, so good,” said Murphy.

I shrugged and silently scanned the shadows under the trees around us, expecting a gang of quiet, sneaky Whites to be lurking there, ready to ambush us. I knew they were out there. They were always out there.

We started down toward the river, following the path of a narrow road that meandered its way through the trees toward the low-water crossing, the place where we had a boat tied off. Along the way, we didn’t see any Whites but we could hear them—there weren’t many, and they weren’t agitated, just regular Whites going about their business.

When we came within sight of the water, I saw our boat drifting on its tether just as we’d left it six weeks ago. Its shine was dulled under a layer of clingy dirt, dust that settled on dry afternoons, turning to mud when the dew settled overnight.

“You’re expecting trouble?” Murphy nodded as he said it. He was expecting trouble, too. Hell, we were always expecting it.

“I just don’t want it to be a surprise. Know what I mean?”

Murphy grinned. “Where’s the fun in that?”

He was joking, of course.

“You cover me from up here,” I said. “I’ll head down. If any Whites come to fuck with me, well, shoot ‘em if you can. If not, and I can’t handle ‘em, I’ll jump in the water and swim downriver a bit. We can hook up down there.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

I moved through the trees, crunching brown autumn leaves and hating them for making me noisy. I paused behind thick, gnarled trunks and took my time to look around. We’d gone too long without trouble. That worried me, but nothing happened.

I reached the bank, squatted, and scanned the other side of the river before I stepped through knee-deep water to climb into the boat. The keys were dangling in the ignition. All was just as we’d left it. I raised my shotgun to my shoulder, but the awkwardness of the pistol grip made me feel foolish. I lowered it and laid my wrist on my hip as I pointed the gun uselessly at the far shore. I leaned against a gunwale and waved Murphy to come down.

He made almost no noise at all as he worked his way through the trees. He untied the bow line when he arrived, then jumped into the boat beside me, shoving off as he did so. He said, “That was easy.”

Nodding, I replied, “You ride shotgun, I’ll drive.”




Chapter 12

We were out in the center of the river and starting to float downstream when Murphy lowered his rifle, glanced at me, then looked up at the far end of the dam. “We’re doing this the wrong way.”

I looked up at the tall hill on the other side of the river and saw houses built among the trees. I looked at the dam for a clue as to what Murphy was talking about and then I looked around the boat. “What?”

He said, “We need to start working the night shift.”

“Murphy, have you been smoking some weed I don’t know about? You’re not making any sense.”

“Hey man, I’m having an inspiration.” Murphy shot me a fake frown. “I’m trying to make a major improvement in our lives.”

“Uh, oh.” I cranked the starter on the engine.

“Don’t start the boat,” Murphy said as he came up to sit in the seat opposite me. “Hear me out on this one. I don’t know about you, but I’m tired of hiking around and riding boats up and down the river.”

I scanned the banks as we sat in the boat, starting to drift. “Assholes in the helicopter aside, it’s safe for us to travel this way… mostly. On the river, the Whites don’t mess with us. Even when we’re walking, they mostly don’t mess with us unless we start talking or shooting.”

Murphy replied, “What I’m saying is, we’ve got night vision goggles.”

“And?” There had to be more to Murphy’s epiphany than that.

Murphy scooted around in his seat and leaned forward, ready to sell. “What if we had a silent car to go along with our night vision goggles? Then we could go anywhere.”

“Okay, Batman, I give up,” I said as I looked downriver. “Are you saying we should maybe go back to Sarah Mansfield’s house and get her Tesla? I doubt it still has a charge on the batteries, but it’s electric. It’ll be silent.”

“No.” Murphy grinned and pointed out past the other end of the dam. “I was watching this video online a month or so before the outbreak. There’s this dude, Mitch something-or-other, who’s got a shop right up on 620 just past the dam.”

“And?” I asked.

“His thing was converting old muscle cars to electric.”

“Battery-powered muscle cars?” I wasn’t buying it.

“I swear man, it’s true,” said Murphy. “His first car was this old sixty-something Mustang he called the Zombie 222.”

“Okay, now I know you’re fuckin’ with me.” I cranked the boat engine and it started up.

“I’m serious.”

“Uh, huh.” I put the boat in gear to engage the prop.

“No, I really am,” he said. “It’s a real thing. He makes these cars and they’re fast as shit. They generate like eighteen hundred horsepower. No lie. And they’re quiet.”

“The reason I know you’re fuckin’ with me is that nobody, and I mean nobody, would ever put an electric motor in a muscle car. That’s pretty much a religious debate in itself.”

Murphy paused to think. “No, he retired from high-tech or something and it was his pet project. He said he could get more torque out of an electric motor, and he set a speed record. I’m not shitting you.”

Murphy did seem serious. I dropped my hands from the wheel and rested them in my lap. “So you’re thinking we get us an electric car and drive it around Austin at night when nobody can see us or hear us.”

“Yeah,” said Murphy, slapping a palm on his head. “We’ve got the advantage of the night vision goggles. I don’t know why we haven’t been doing this all along.”

“Me neither,” I sarcastically agreed. “Charging could be a problem. Half the time the roads are full of crap. An electric car doesn’t offer us any protection.” I rubbed my chin. “Anything else I’m forgetting?”

“Yeah,” said Murphy. “You forgot to apologize for being a dick just because this isn’t your idea.”

I rolled my eyes and started to say something but realized he was probably right. I sighed and forced an apology. I turned off the boat engine.

Murphy laughed and slapped me on the back, hard enough that I nearly bumped my head on the windshield. “It’s just how you are, man. Don’t you think I know that by now?”

I rolled my eyes again. “Do you remember that map we made when we were at Sarah Mansfield’s house? Do you still have it?”

Murphy shook his head. “Long gone, dude. Too much wear and tear. Know what I mean? Too much shit goin’ on.”

I nodded. “If only we could have laminated it.”

“Why?” he asked.

“A satellite map would show us where all the houses in Austin with solar panels are.”

“Yeah.” Murphy grinned. “All of our gas stations.”

I started to accept the idea. “We could get a network of places around town where we could get a charge if we needed it. I went with a buddy once to look at a Nissan Leaf. They told him he needed to spend like fifteen hundred bucks to install a charging station in his garage, but if he was out somewhere away from home he could just plug the car into a regular outlet for thirty minutes or so and get a half charge or seventy-five percent or something like that.”

That pumped up Murphy’s confidence in the idea. “So we could charge it up anywhere if we had to.”

I shrugged. “Lots of houses in Austin have solar panels.”

“I think we need to go car shopping.”

“And this electric Mustang is a real thing?” I asked, still a little skeptical. In truth, any electric car would do. Plenty of them were around Austin. The old Mustang, though, appealed to me in a sexy, impractical way that made no good sense. But it felt good to think about it. And that good feeling was something I’d been missing for a while.

Murphy picked up a paddle and leaned over the side of the boat, ready to dig into the water to get us to the bank across the river. “Google it if you don’t believe me.”




Chapter 13

An hour later, with our boat tied to a tree overhanging the other side of the river, Murphy and I were standing at the peak of a cone-shaped hill looking up and down the length of 620. We were a little less than a mile from the dam but could easily see the road from our vantage. Plenty of cars littered 620’s lanes but it was passable. Trash and other things that had once been loaded in cars or hastily packed in suitcases lay on the road, in the trees, or washed into piles in the ditches. The remains of bodies—sometimes whole, most often not—lay all over the place with broken bones, clothes, and clumps of hair. More frequently, dark brownish stains on the bleached asphalt marked the spots where people had been slaughtered and devoured.

“Look,” said Murphy, pointing down 620 away from the dam. “Down just past those coyotes in the road. See on the left, maybe a quarter mile? That tan metal building back in the trees there?”

“Sure.” A dozen metal buildings were back in the trees along the road. The sun-faded color of any of them could be described as tan. But whatever.

“That one, there, with all the solar panels on the roof,” said Murphy.

“You’re thinking because he makes electric muscle cars, he’s got solar panels too?” I asked, guessing at the same time that it made sense.

“Sure, why not? Solar panels are cheap compared to what his cars cost.”

“How much?” I asked.

“I don’t know. A hundred to a hundred fifty grand, maybe?”

“Seriously?”

Murphy shrugged. “I don’t know. A Tesla is around ninety, isn’t it?”

“I guess.” I stared blankly down the road, still not convinced we were doing anything but wasting our time. Murphy had already sold himself on the idea of the car, though. “Fuck it. Let’s go steal a hundred-fifty-thousand-dollar car if it’s there.”




Chapter 14

Despite the obvious advantage of being able to read signs posted in front of the businesses along the way, we decided to stay off the main road—too much visibility being out in the middle of five paved lanes with so much of the day’s light still left in the sky. From the top of the hill we’d spied an indirect path down a few trails, along several short stretches of dirt road, and up a paved street that would lead us to the shop where Murphy guessed the electric Mustang waited. It didn’t look like much of a trek, maybe a half mile, maybe a little more.

I followed Murphy down a zigzagging trail off the peak of the hill. We came out onto a dusty stretch of bumpy road between thick cedar forests on both sides. We passed around a long, slow bend to the point where all we were able to see besides the dimming sky above was the dirt road curving away into the trees in front and back.

Murphy came to a sudden stop, snapping his M4 up to a firing position and glancing quickly back at me before looking forward again. He scanned back and forth across all the trees.

I gripped my machete and raised the blade as I stepped up beside him and stopped.

Without the crunch of our boots on the gravelly road to mask the subtleties of the sounds around us, I heard something out in the trees to our left. I hoped it was a noisy armadillo but knew it was Whites.

I looked around for movement in the trees far ahead. For some reason, Murphy suspected something in front of us. I had to believe he was right. I peered into the dark shadows in the trees behind and beside us. Nothing. I glanced at Murphy. He nodded forward. He whispered, “They’re going to ambush us.”

“How do you know that?”

His eyes passed over my machete as he glanced at my shotgun. “You may need to use that.”

“Should we go back?” I asked.

“I think they’re ahead of us and behind us,” he said just as a hail of jagged chunks of white limestone—roughly the size of baseballs—arced in our direction from the trees on both sides of the road. The stones weren’t aimed well enough to hit either of us except by luck. Plenty were coming, though.

“I guess they’ve run out of regular people to eat,” I said, keeping my calm despite the hail of stones, “and now they’ve banded together to hunt the weak.”

“Yeah Professor, whatever,” Murphy said, with urgency in his voice. He nodded in the direction we’d come from. “My guess is they’ll be weakest that way. I’ll lead. You keep an eye on our rear.”

One of the rocks hit me in the shoulder, missing my skull by inches. “Motherfucker.”

Murphy looked up at the other rocks still coming. “We need to go.” Scanning from side to side with his rifle, he hurried but didn’t run.

I followed, trying to use his massive size as a rock shield while I kept looking behind and to the sides.

The Whites way behind us—in the direction we’d originally been going—yelped and growled. They seemed frustrated that their plan wasn’t working out. The tree limbs around us rattled with the sound of bodies brushing past. Thankfully, the foliage was thick enough to keep them from simply running through and engulfing us. The Whites were smart enough to set the trap but not quite bright enough to figure out how to react once Murphy and I took some active steps to avoid being ensnared.

Murphy’s rifle popped off several suppressed rounds.

I looked forward in time to see two Whites dropping rocks as they fell.

“Faster,” he said as he picked up the pace.

Behind us, where my view of the road was cut off by the arc of the trees lining it, I saw several dozen infected gathering their courage to run after us.

A particularly brave White jumped out of the dense foliage to my right. He planted his feet in a defiant pose and snarled at me for all of two seconds before my machete cut a gash across his throat. He fell, probably wondering what had gone wrong with his simple-minded little plan to menace us into running back toward the others in the main group.

As I watched the bleeding White crumble, I hurried after Murphy, bumping into him from behind when he abruptly stopped. At least a dozen Whites were emerging from the trees ahead of us.

“I’ll take these,” I said, stepping around Murphy as I quickly slipped my machete into its scabbard and raised my shotgun. “They’re close enough for me to hit ‘em or they will be in a sec’.” Nodding my head to our rear I said, “You’ve got a bigger problem back up the road.”

Murphy spun and started firing immediately in a quick rhythm of well-placed shots.

I leveled the barrel of my shotgun and let my attackers get a few steps closer and a lot more tightly packed as they came out of the trees and onto the road. I pointed at legs and knees, not looking for kills as much as twofers, hoping to put a few on the ground with each shot, knowing I only had six before I’d have to choose between reloading and going to work with my machete.

Not worrying about what was behind me, I focused and fired. Murphy would handle his end or he wouldn’t. Either way, it was out of my hands.

By my third shot, three of the Whites coming at me were down and a few others were hobbled. The Whites surged faster and I fired the last three shots in a quick flurry. A couple of Whites stopped, still smart enough to understand the carnage among them. The remaining, those still brave enough or dumb enough to rush, found out just how quickly I could switch from empty gun to swinging machete. I killed two almost immediately.

It’s like the machete was a complete surprise to them. Maybe their brains think slower with the virus, I don’t know. But it’s like they kind of understood what the shotgun was doing to them and when they saw me drop it, they figured they were safe to bull rush me.

I ran a few steps forward to get past the two I’d just hacked. To my surprise, one of them wasn’t dead, which I realized about a half-second too late. As I was hacking a running White across the thigh, the dying woman already on the ground grabbed at my leg. I tried to dodge her grip, but I slipped on loose gravel and tumbled, rolling over sharp rocks on the ground, doing my best to spring back to my feet. I earned a few bruises and cuts for the effort.

The few Whites who were able retreated back into the trees. The dead, dying, and wounded cluttered the road. For a moment, we were clear.

I looked back at Murphy just as he was jamming a fresh magazine into his M4. The road back in his direction was littered down its length with bloodied Whites.

“We gotta go,” I hollered as I pointed up the corridor I’d just cleared.

Murphy glanced back, his face fierce. He looked forward. “To hell with these guys.” Keeping his weapon at his shoulder and firing, he started moving.

Out in the distance, I heard howls that were repeated across the hills we couldn’t see. That was the bill for use of the shotgun coming due.

I hurried after Murphy and nudged him from behind. “They’re coming.”

I raised my machete to take on any Whites that might still be alive enough to grab at our legs as we rushed by.

Back in the direction I’d cleared with my shotgun, some Whites were coming out of the trees again looking at me and Murphy. They were confused. Their weak quarry had turned out to be something brutal and deadly. At least that’s what I wanted to think. Maybe they were just eyeing their dead buddies bleeding out—fresh meat for free.

“Keep it going,” I said. “They’re starting to regroup.”

Murphy’s rate of fire dwindled as we moved.

We were getting out of the thick of it.

I hacked at a grasping hand and a White howled for losing it.

“Okay,” Murphy said. “You ready to haul some ass?”

“I’ve been ready.”

“Follow me.” He took off at a full-speed run.




Chapter 15

Standing in front of the shop, shielded from the road by a stand of twisted oaks, I said, “It doesn’t look like all that much.”

“At a glance neither do you but nobody complains.” Murphy laughed.

I said, “You do.”

“Damn, I crack myself up.”

I turned away from him to scan the area for infected.

“Don’t get your panties in a bunch,” he said.

“I wore the paisley ones just for you,” I teased.

Murphy looked around for movement, back to the serious business at hand. He said, “Those Whites that ambushed us weren’t naked.”

Nodding, I said, “I’m assuming your point is they weren’t part of the naked horde.”

“Yes, Professor.”

“Don’t be a dick.”

Murphy chuckled. “When I say that to you it doesn’t change anything, so let’s not pretend, okay?”

“Whatever.”

“You know what I’m sayin’ though, right?” Murphy asked.

“That it seems like we keep seeing more and more of them act a little bit smarter as things go along?”

“Yeah,” Murphy nodded emphatically. “That’s exactly what it’s starting to seem like.”

Shrugging to underscore my guess, I said, “Maybe the dumber ones are getting culled out of the population through a higher mortality rate making the ones that are left—the ones who are a little smarter—more visible to us.”

“Maybe they’re just learning.”

“Who’s to say?” I pointed at the door. “You ready?”

Murphy took one last glance around and stepped forward with his weapon up. “You open it. I’ll shoot anything that comes out.”

“If it’s not locked.” I stepped to the door and gave Murphy a look to let him know to get ready. I turned the handle. It wasn’t locked. That was a nice surprise. I swung the door open wide as I jumped to the side and raised my machete, ready to hack whatever came out.

Nothing did.

Murphy and I shared a glance as we waited.

I tapped my machete on the door jamb a few times.

No response.

I stepped to the doorway, leaned my head in and said, “Come and get it, dimwits!” I quickly leaned back out.

Murphy’s face turned into a silent question.

“What?” I asked.

“Are the cars in there?”

“Fuck, Murphy. I don’t know.”

“How could you not know? Cars are those big things with wheels and shit.”

“Dammit,” I huffed. “I saw some cars, but I was looking for Whites.”

“I know that.”

“Sometimes you can be so damn difficult.” I smacked the door jamb with the flat side of my machete again and leaned in. “Hey. Anybody in there?” Feeling a bit bolder, I didn’t jump back from the door. I continued to look inside. “Hey,” I yelled. Louder.

Nothing.

I waved Murphy to follow and I stepped into the shop. It was too dark to see well with the naked eye and it was too bright for night vision goggles. “A window or two wouldn’t hurt.” They wouldn’t have helped much either, with only diffused twilight sun coming in.

Murphy came up beside me, bumping me forward and pulling the door shut behind.

“Don’t close it,” I said. “The only light is coming from the open door.”

He reached over and flipped a switch beside the door and the rows of light fixtures on the ceiling splashed a bright light down upon us, down on the neatly arranged cabinets of tools, storage racks, and cars.

Murphy closed the door. “Hey, man. Anybody in here?”

Looking around for movement in the shop and not seeing any, I turned the deadbolt handle on the door, hearing the lock slide into place. “Just us now.”

With weapons up, we walked along the front wall, with the closed garage doors at our back, looking for anything that might be lurking. The shop wasn’t a large space, maybe big enough to fit a half dozen parked cars with plenty of room on each end for some machine shop tools, storage, and workbenches. The only space we couldn’t see into was what looked like an enclosed office area in one corner. The door into that space was open.

We checked between the cars. We checked beneath. We peered inside each and saw nothing alive.

We went into the office area, which turned out to be something else. It was more of a man cave with couches, beer signs, diamond-plate trim, a fridge—empty as it turns out—and cabinets. In the back, down a short hallway was a bathroom. I knocked on the bathroom door and got no response from inside. I swung that door open and jumped back in surprise as a white-skinned body fell out. Without thinking, I hacked it once across the chest.

“It’s dead,” said Murphy in a tone of voice that made me think he wasn’t entirely sure.

I waited for the body to move, to react. It didn’t. It just lay there.

“It smells pretty bad,” I said. “I wish I would have just left it in there.”

Murphy stepped up beside the body and studied the face for a moment.

“What?” I asked.

“Checking.”

“For?” I asked.

“I thought it might be Mitch,” he said.

“Who’s Mitch?”

“Dude who owns the place,” he said.

“You know him?”

Shaking his head slowly, Murphy said, “I told you I saw a video on the Internet.”

I rolled my eyes as I turned to leave the man cave area. I walked out into the shop with Murphy behind me. Several shiny cars sat on the floor, some with engines clearly missing, a few others seemingly in working order.

Murphy pointed at a late 60s shiny black Mustang with two bright green racing stripes. “That’s the car, the one I told you about.”

“No shit? That’s nice.”




Chapter 16

Besides a thin layer of dust, the Mustang looked to have been parked in the garage overnight, left ready for a quick spin down to the local burger joint the next day. The only thing unusual was a thick cord running out of the back of the car, connected where the gas cap used to be.

“You think it’s charged?” I asked, pointing at the cord.

Murphy shrugged, walked over, ran a hand down the crease on top of the driver’s side fender and opened the door. “Keys are in it.”

That piqued my interest.

Murphy reached into the car and scooted the driver’s seat all the way back, then folded himself inside. He grinned at me as I leaned in through the open passenger door window. He said, “It fits me perfect.”

“Not to burst your bubble, racy car boy, but if we take off in this thing it’ll be better if I’m driving.”

Murphy’s grin slipped away as his eyes caressed the black and chrome dashboard. “Because you can’t shoot for shit.”

I shrugged. “Yep.”

“Man, you’re taking all the fun out of this apocalypse thing.”

“I know.” I walked around to the driver’s side as Murphy struggled to get himself out. I sat down inside, adjusted the seat, closed the door and set my mirrors. With two hands on the wheel, I surveyed the dashboard, “It’s pretty much just like a regular car.”

Murphy took off his backpack and laid it in the back, then put himself into the passenger seat. He pointed the muzzle of his M4 out the window to shoot left-handed.

“Can you hit anything like that?” I asked.

“If I say no, can I drive?”

“You can drive if you want me on the trigger,” I said, getting comfortable behind the wheel surprisingly fast. “I could get used to this.”

Murphy frowned. “That’s what I thought.”

I reached over and slapped Murphy on the shoulder. “Don’t be jealous, man. I’m just the driver. It’s still your car since it was your idea to come here and steal it.”

“Inherit it, you mean.” Murphy ran a hand across the dashboard. “I like this. Does the AC work?”

I turned a knob on the instrument panel and a fan somewhere down inside the engine compartment blew air through the vents—air that quickly turned cold.

Leaning up to let the air blow across his face, Murphy said, “What more could a man ask for.”

I tried the heat. It worked better than in a normal car. It heated up in seconds without the engine running. I guess that concept of waiting for your idling engine to warm up the car is obsolete with an electric car.

Pointing at the gauges, I said, “Looks like it’ll tell me how much of a charge I have left. That’ll be good to know. Full right now.”

“Sweet.”

“I know.” I glanced up even though I could see nothing but the car’s headliner. “The solar panels on the roof of the building have kept it ready for us.”

“Does it tell you how many miles it’ll go?” Murphy asked.

“I don’t see anything like that.” Reading across the instruments, I said, “It’s pretty simple. Speed. Voltage. And estimated time left on the battery.”

“The video I saw on the Internet said this thing will do over 170.”

I laughed and had to take care to quiet myself quickly. “There’s no need for us to ever go that fast. So, we won’t.”

Bracing himself in his seat, Murphy said, “But don’t you just want to see what it feels like?”

“You mean right before we run into a road jammed with abandoned cars?” I asked. “Or right before we hit some shit in the road that blows a tire and we lose control and roll the car like thirty-seven times? I don’t think so.”

Murphy sighed. “You sound like my mom.”

“We just need to be able to drive faster than the Whites can run,” I told him. “That’s it. Besides, going slow reduces our wind resistance and will extend our range. That’ll probably be the most important thing to us, going the maximum number of miles on a charge.”

“Shut up, Professor,” Murphy told me. “Let’s see if this thing will move.”

“Okay, get out and unplug the car.”

Murphy made his way to the back of the car, removed the plug, then got back in.

Seeing that I had a good ten feet between the front bumper and the garage door, I put the car in gear, or whatever passes for that in an electric car since they’ve got no transmission. At least I assumed this one was like a Tesla in that respect. In theory, it had a simple electric motor with an axle running through it. To go faster, you just increased the voltage. Easy-peasy, in theory.

There were some unexplained switches, buttons, and a dial on the console behind the shifter, and on the shifter itself the letters usually there to indicate D for drive, P for park, R for reverse, instead spelled out “O SHIT.”

Murphy and I looked at that. Neither of us had any guesses. Oh, well.

I tentatively pressed the accelerator and the car rolled forward on a carpet of utterly silent magic.

Murphy laughed out loud.

“Dude,” I scolded, pointing at the insulated garage door. “If any Whites are out there they’ll hear you.”

Murphy shrugged. “Fuck ‘em. This thing is as quiet as a ghost. I love it. If we take this thing out after dark and use our night vision goggles, the Whites will never even know we were there. This is the ticket, man. No more scrounging around for Humvees with no keys that shitheads steal from you the first time you look the other way.”

With two stolen already, I couldn’t help but laugh at that. I jingled the keys dangling from the ignition switch, which on this Mustang was a two-position on/off switch. “We’ll need to check around the shop and see if we can find another set so we both have one.” I turned the key to the off position, then got out of the car. Murphy did the same.

Examining the vulnerable windows on the Mustang and looking at the sleek lines of sheet metal on the hood and front fenders, I said, “You know, just in case, we should weld some kind of metal cattle guard across the grill.”

“A brush guard?” Murphy laughed. “You mean a zombie guard.”

“Yeah, whatever.” I walked toward some long metal tubes and pieces of angle iron by the far wall. “Maybe we should also attach some strips over the windshield to keep bodies from going through. You know, in case we have to run them down while we’re going pretty fast. And on the side windows too so they can’t get in.”

“Man,” said Murphy, shaking his head. “You make it sound like welding some extra metal on is as easy as gluing a model airplane together.”

I looked at him with raised eyebrows. “It’s not?”

He shook his head.

I spotted some kind of big blue welding machine by the stacks of metal. “Really? I mean I’ve seen ‘em do it on TV. You just hook up the electric parts and stick the metal together. Sparks fly. It fuses. Right?”

“Seriously?”

Yes, I was serious. “It looks easy on TV. Didn’t you ever watch that Gas Monkey Garage show? Those guys made some really cool shit.”

“Sometimes you can be such a dumbass.” Murphy shook his head. “Nothing’s as easy at it looks on TV. Tell me you know at least that much.”

“Whatever.” I rolled my eyes. “If you don’t think we should, then we won’t.”

“Don’t put on that whiny bitch face,” said Murphy.

Ignoring his comment, I said, “That welder runs off electricity, doesn’t it? We’ve got solar panels on the roof to generate power. Maybe they’re enough?”

Murphy walked over to the welding rig and looked it over. “That’s the beauty of this thing. This welder is a combo—it is a generator and welder and looks like it has a plasma cutter. Anyway, if you decide you want to use it and don’t manage to electrocute yourself—and I’ll be honest, I think there’s a pretty good chance you just might—then I think you’ll fuck the paint all up on this beautiful black car and you’ll get some pieces of metal stuck all over it and it’ll look like total shit and—”

Interrupting, I said, “Aesthetics aren’t my top priority.”

Murphy shook his head and said, “And the first time you hit something, your shitty little porous, brittle welds will break because getting it right is a lot harder than it looks. Your arc could be too long or too short, the current could be too high, you could go too fast or use the wrong filler. That’s why people go to school to learn how to do this stuff. That’s all I’m saying. But you just go right ahead if that’s what you want to do. You want to weld that metal over there to this metal over here.” Murphy rapped on the Mustang’s hood a few times. “You don’t even know if it’s the same kind of metal.”

“The same kind?” I asked.

“Do you know if Mitch what’s-his-name stuck an aluminum hood on this thing so it would go faster?”

I shook my head.

“Or if that tubing is aluminum?”

I shook my head again as I turned away from the extruded tubes. “Fine. You made your point. Let’s find some keys and see what else we can scrounge up here.”

Murphy struck a pose and put on a face of mock surprise. “Oh… my… God.”

“Don’t be a dick,” I smiled. “That’s my job.”

“I was just gonna say you’ve hit a milestone in your maturation process.” Murphy grinned.

“I said you don’t have to be a dick.” I turned my back to Murphy and started rummaging through some drawers of neatly stored tools.

“You listened to somebody,” Murphy went on, comically dramatic. “You learned something in a fashion other than the hard way. I think I need to call a newspaper. I can see the headlines already.”

“Nobody reads newspapers anymore.”




Chapter 17

Murphy took his time manually opening the garage door. We didn’t want to take a risk on the electric garage door opener. Some were pretty loud. Stealth was our new motto. Quiet and invisible. No more macho shoot-‘em-ups for us.

Yeah, right?

It sounded good when we discussed it, though.

At least we had the car.

With my night vision goggles on, I slowly drove out into the night, cringing at the crunch of crushed granite under the tires. Murphy closed the garage behind us and got in through the Mustang’s passenger side.

“Windows up or down?” I asked.

Murphy spent a moment thinking about it.

I said, “I know we didn’t really talk about it, except that with the windows down, you can shoot anybody that happens to need shooting.” I put a palm on the glass. “With this dark tint, nobody on the outside can see in. At least not through the side windows. And I think the car will be quieter with the windows up.”

“How do you figure?” Murphy asked. “The engine doesn’t make any noise.”

“Wind resistance,” I said. “That’ll be our biggest noise now. With the windows down, we’ll have more resistance. More noise, more chance the Whites will hear us when we zip by.”

Nodding, Murphy said, “Stealth is the word. Let’s keep ‘em up. If I need to shoot something badly enough, I’ll shoot through the glass.”




Chapter 18

Our plan was simple. But then again, they all were when in the conceptual stage. We’d cut across northwest Austin, staying off the highways. That meant we’d take 2222. It cut through the hills with some pretty sharp curves and steep inclines. Nothing our hot rod Mustang couldn’t handle, but given the state of the world, who could guess what hazards lay on that route? It was a road we hadn’t driven since before the outbreak and before the flood. Hell, some of the low-water sections of that road might not even be there anymore.

Like many things in life, the 2222 choice was a trade-off of unquantifiable risks. On the one hand, we had an unknown road, the shortest path to our destination. On the other hand, the road we’d driven before was along a highway that would cause us to drive twice as far to get to Camp Mabry. The risk there was the Mustang’s battery. We didn’t know how many miles we could get out of it. Ten? A Hundred? Five hundred?

On our way across Austin, we planned to stop by Camp Mabry for a refill of lethal toys before making our way up to Mount Bonnell. A park at the peak of that hill, as it turns out, on property adjacent to Sarah Mansfield’s old mansion, would give us a view down on the whole city. If those helicopters were landing in Austin, all we had to do was wait for morning and we’d get a pretty good idea of where they were setting down.

Simple.

As it turned out, the trip down 2222 wasn’t bad. Like every road in Austin, it had its share of abandoned cars and long stretches where nothing on the road gave any clue that the world had run off its rails. At the bottom of the steepest hill, though, a pileup of a dozen cars was nearly impassable. That one looked to have been a bad accident, probably having happened during somebody’s rush to get to somewhere when everything was just starting to fall apart, and people still had hope that a somewhere existed that was better than where they were. As far as I could tell, nothing was.

On the bright side, we did come to one stretch of a half mile that was slightly uphill and relatively straight with nothing in the road ahead. I decided to put the gas pedal—though the car had no gasoline in it—to the floor just to see if Murphy’s gushing about the car’s performance had any basis in fact.

Holy microwaveable shit.

I’ve ridden lots of amusement park thrill rides. I’ve jumped off my share of tall cliffs into murky, deep pools of water. I used to ride an overpowered Japanese motorcycle and came pretty close to killing myself on it racing on this very road. I’ve even ridden in some pretty fast cars that could clock a quarter mile in less than a dozen seconds. This thing, though, accelerated so fast it was frightening.

In that second and a half it took for me to realize I was accelerating faster than even my adrenaline-junkie needs thought was a good idea, and in that other second and a half it took me to pull my foot off the accelerator, we were already going over a hundred miles an hour.

Murphy was hollering and laughing, and I was too by the time the brakes started to slow the car before a turn that came up on us way, way too fast. He said, “I might have to change my pants.”

“Uh, huh.”

We made it to the gates of Camp Mabry in a little over an hour and a half, taking great care not to push that gas pedal too close to the floor.

In normal traffic, before everybody turned into hungry Whites, the trip might have taken thirty or forty minutes. I felt pretty good about the commute time.

I slowed the Mustang to a stop on the road just outside Camp Mabry’s southern gate.

“You’re feeling it, too?” Murphy asked.

Nodding, I said, “It seems like every time we come here things get fucked up.”

“Most times,” Murphy agreed as he looked around for dangers in the darkness. “I see a few Whites down the road, but they don’t seem to be looking this way. I don’t think they know we’re here.”

“That’s good.” I looked up the street leading into the center of the base, the memories of the place keeping my foot on the brake. All those thousands and thousands of dead covering that field outside the buildings where the immune soldiers and civilians made their last stand. All the desperate running and shooting to save our lives.

“If you’re still wanting to go looking for those dudes in that helicopter,” said Murphy, “I’d prefer to do it with a few more hand grenades and bullets. If I could figure out how to mount a grenade launcher on the roof, I’d do that too. I’m pretty sure we’re gonna get into some trouble.”

“What makes you say that?” I asked, pretending a lot more offense than I actually felt. “Just because those assholes shot at us from their helicopter?”

“There’s that,” said Murphy. “More importantly, you want to do it. That almost guarantees something fucked up is gonna happen.”

“What?”

“You know it’s true,” he said. “I may have to change your superhero name from Null Spot to M&M.”

“M&M?”

“Mayhem Magnet.” Murphy laughed out loud. “Mayhem Magnet. I like it.”

I huffed and rolled the car forward onto the base.




Chapter 19

The road into the base—the same one Murphy and I had nearly been ambushed on by the naked horde when we were escaping once before—was empty. We saw nothing as we silently rolled over it; a pale strip of sun-bleached asphalt between wide grassy shoulders and dense cedars. It wasn’t until we made the turn toward the bunkers that we saw tire tracks over the skeletons and mashed grass.

I stopped the car as I scanned the field, looking for any movement, especially around the bunkers.

“Somebody’s been here.” Murphy looked back and forth. “All those thousands of dead Whites were over by that building where we found the Humvee.” Murphy pointed. “Way past those trees over there. There weren’t this many dead here by the bunkers last time.” He pointed at the ground. “And look at those double-wide tire tracks. Somebody’s been tearing up the grass with big trucks.”

That concerned me. “You think someone else found our cache?”

“It’s not a secret.” Murphy shrugged. “I don’t see any Whites around.” He pointed at the open gate in the tall chain-link fence surrounding the bunkers. “Why don’t you cruise over there, turn this thing around for the fast escape by the fence, and let’s go in and see what’s left.”

Avoiding the human remains and the deepest of the ruts left in the soft ground, I crossed the field and swung the Mustang around. I backed it up through the open gate, noticing that the doors on both bunkers were open. The darkness inside kept the contents secret.

Once I stopped, just outside the first bunker, Murphy jumped out of the car and raised his weapon, pointing it at the black shadows inside.

A moment later, I had the car keys in my pocket and was standing at the rear of the car beside him, machete in hand, ready to defend myself from any White who might choose to come our way.

For a moment, we listened and watched.

Murphy nodded and moved forward, keeping his weapon up.

I followed.

As we got closer to the bunker door, I was able to see more and more clearly what was inside. I got more and more angry. Just a few steps outside the threshold we came to a stop. The bunker was empty all the way to the back wall. Unable to contain my frustration, I spat at the darkness, “Motherfucker.”

The sound of bodies and feet shuffling inside told me immediately what a mistake it had been to utter those words.

Howling followed.




Chapter 20

A White rounded the corner to my right, stepping into the wide doorway. I didn’t even wait the fraction of a second it was going to take him to get all the way around. I hacked down with my machete, cutting through his cheekbone, knocking him half senseless, and slicing down through his clavicle. He stumbled, and the robust infected woman pushing from behind him howled as she tripped, exposing her neck for an easy kill on my next swing.

Beside me, Murphy was stepping backwards and firing. He put two rounds in a White coming from the other side.

“Damn things must have been up against the front wall on both sides,” I shouted as I swung at my third White.

“Duh,” Murphy hollered back as he killed another.

They came around the corner one at a time, apparently having been lined up and leaning on the wall as they sat on the floor. As they ran toward me, their pace was slowed as they stumbled over the bodies of those in line ahead of them. That made the killing on my side of the doorway easy, and by the time my blade got stuck in a skinny man’s skull, I was done. Murphy shot two more and we shared a look with the silent question, “Is that all?”

It was.

Murphy leaned in through the doorway and peeked into the dim corners on both sides. “It stinks in here, man.”

With my machete out, I headed toward the other bunker.

Murphy caught up and we cautiously rounded the corner in front of the second bunker’s entrance. It was empty, too—at least it was empty of weapons and ammunition. Two Whites were peeking around one wall, afraid to come forward.

I lunged at them even though they were well out of machete range. They both jumped back and I turned to grin at Murphy but didn’t say anything.

He nodded toward the car. Our trip to Camp Mabry had been a waste of time.

Minutes later, we were silently rolling back out through the entrance gate. I turned right and headed west on 32nd Street toward Mt. Bonnell Road.

“To Sara Mansfield’s house then?” Murphy asked.

Nodding and thinking about all the weapons and ammunition that had been in the bunkers on our last trip to Camp Mabry, I asked, “What do you think happened to everything?”

“Somebody brought some trucks and hauled it all off.”

“Yeah,” I said, “but who?”

“Does it matter?”

“Not at the moment,” I admitted, “but eventually, it could.”

It was when I turned right onto Mt. Bonnell Road and started heading up the long crest of the mountain, I saw evidence of the fires I’d started with that fizzled gasoline vapor bomb I’d tried to use on the naked horde a few months back. Any trees that weren’t black skeletons of wood were partially burned or covered with leaves left brown and dead by the heat. The shells of dozens of cars sat in driveways in front of ashen ruins. Not all the houses were burned. The fire had taken a haphazard toll on the neighborhood with no discernable pattern. Burned foundations sat next to houses that went untouched. Other houses were partially burned and some cars seemed to have made it through the firestorm unscathed.

One thing, though, was gruesome and satisfying at the same time. The remains of charred bodies, gnawed bones, and shredded clothing were scattered everywhere. I knew that I hadn’t killed all of the naked horde—not by far—but I’d killed many more of them than I’d suspected.

In that moment, thinking of all the dead, I grew angry with myself. If only I’d built a better bomb, I might have killed enough of them that they wouldn’t have been a danger to us when we were trying to load our people in the Humvees to drive out to Balmorhea. If enough of the naked horde was dead on this mountain, then maybe Steph would still be alive.

Repress the memories.

That’s the ticket to sanity.

Forget.

When we reached Sara Mansfield’s house, all of the cedars that had hidden it from the road were burned to fingery black sticks, reaching for the sky. The wall that I’d seen the horde knock down on the video a few months earlier was broken and scattered with the remains of the dead. The acres of green grass that had been kept mowed by those robotic lawnmowers were thick with bones and charred black lumps that used to be people.

The house itself was scorched, yet surprisingly intact. Most of the windows were not broken. It appeared not to have caught fire, although all of the tropical plants in the multi-colored, glazed pots on the front porch were burned away.

I pointed toward the city park that sat just up the road, at the peak of Mount Bonnell. “I know we were going to cruise on by and head up to the peak. But we could go in and get pretty much the same view from Sarah’s roof.”

Murphy grimaced. “I don’t want to mess up my shoes in all that shit.”

“Are you kidding me?”

Murphy laughed. “I’m just fucking with you. I think it’s a waste of time, but if you want to go in there…” Murphy finished with a shrug and a look of disgust.

I already had the Mustang rolling into the driveway.




Chapter 21

The crunch of bones under the tires made me ease off the accelerator as I tried vainly to steer the car around the bodies. By the time the Mustang rolled onto the wide, round courtyard in front of the house and garage, I’d given up that attempt. Too many bodies. Too many bones.

Before getting out, as I was looking around in the darkness, I said, “The garage looks surprisingly good.”

“Scorched a bit,” said Murphy.

“It had all those solar panels on the roof,” I said.

“You think they survived?”

I shrugged. I hoped. Or at least as I sat there looking at the garage, I started to hope. “I reset the access codes before I… you know. Before.”

“You still remember the number?”

“I set them to my ATM pin number so I wouldn’t forget.”

“Good idea.” Murphy took another look around. “Let’s go see, then.”

We both got out of the car. I stepped carefully through the human remains, trying to figure out which spots of blackened crud were the burnt pavers of the driveway and which were some part of an infected person who’d been killed by the fire I’d created. Anything remotely soft, anything that slipped under my boot sent a tingle of disgust up my spine.

We crossed over toward the catwalk and the previously impenetrable gate beside the garage. It was hanging on one hinge. The naked horde had managed to destroy it. I whispered, “How’d they do that?”

Murphy shook his head and continued to scan the area around us, keeping his rifle at his shoulder, ready to unload on what I’m sure he expected—a mob of naked Whites swarming out of the house.

We passed through the broken gate and walked along to the point where the catwalk to the house’s front door crossed the ravine between the house and the garage. I flipped up the panel covering the keypad beside the garage door. Although the cover was disfigured, it had protected the rubbery silicone buttons from the flames that had momentarily engulfed the whole complex. In a very nice little surprise, the display screen on the keypad lit up.

I tapped the keypad with my finger as I nudged Murphy to look. I smiled.

He shrugged and turned his attention to covering my back while I strayed off mission.

I keyed in my number, the door lock clicked, and with my machete raised I swung it open. “Holy crap.”

Murphy spun around and pointed the barrel of his rifle over my shoulder and into the garage.

“Dammit, Zed,” Murphy huffed. “Don’t startle me like that.”

“You’re quick when you’re startled.”

“I know,” he said.

“Look.” I pointed into the well-lit garage as I stepped across its pristine floor. “C’mon.” I waved Murphy to follow. “This place is clean. They never got in here.”

Murphy stepped inside, letting the door swing closed to a click of the lock. He started a search of the garage, looking for any Whites that might be inside. I stopped gawking at the well-lit orderliness and realized I should be doing the same.

Murphy passed by the rear of Sarah Mansfield’s Tesla sitting exactly where it was the last time I saw it. I hurried down to the front of the car, near the wall of closed garage doors, and started my walk, paralleling Murphy’s path—looking down the row of cars, looking between, looking inside, and looking beneath. We passed the old Corvette. We checked the Mercedes.

Once we’d looked over the Humvee, with doors still hanging open and old dried blood on the seats—some of it Steph’s—Murphy shook his head and broke his silence. “I can’t believe this is all still here.”

Still staring at the crust of blood on the seat, I thought about the night we’d arrived at Sarah’s house. I absently said, “I guess that means the solar cells didn’t get too damaged by my fire.”

“Or at least all of them didn’t.”

I turned away from the blood and closed the door. I looked back up to the other end of the five-car garage. I pointed at the Tesla. “We could pull the Mustang in and charge it there.”

“I guess,” Murphy agreed.

“We should at least bring it in and top off the charge.” I needed to get my mind off Steph. How do you move on without the guilt of trying to forget? How do you forget the painful parts without attaching the brief bits of happiness? I said, “This is exactly what we were hoping to find around Austin, right? Houses with solar power where we could recharge the Mustang.”

Murphy looked down at me with a cautious question on his face.

“What?”

He shook his head and glanced at the garage side door we’d come through.

“What?”

He sighed. “You’re thinking about moving back in, aren’t you?”

“No.” That was the truth. He’d guessed wrong at the meaning of the distance in my voice, the suddenness of my apparent absence. After all of Murphy’s prodding to get me moving out of my wallowing self-pity over Steph, I felt like I was letting him down by letting myself get lost in my thoughts about her. I chose a lie and ran with it. “Maybe. This was a pretty sweet place when we were staying here.”

“You’ve been back inside after that naked bunch of shit monkeys fucked it all up.” Murphy lowered his weapon and thumbed in the direction of the lawn. “Not to mention the corpse farm. Why would you even think about staying here? The place is too fucked up.”

“It’s like those ranchers out in the country,” I said, “the ones that hang the coyote carcasses on their fences to keep the other coyotes away. All of the dead Whites outside will keep the live Whites away.”

“Bullshit,” said Murphy. “I don’t want to hear it, man. Let’s just get the Mustang in here and get it charged.”




Chapter 22

It only took a few minutes to get the cars jockeyed around in the garage so that our Mustang was backed into the Tesla’s spot. In the Mustang’s trunk, besides a layer of electronic-looking stuff with hundreds of blue glowing LEDs—the battery system for the car, I guess—were adapters for the car’s plug and a long length of thick cord. It looked like we could plug it into just about anything, including the Tesla’s power station. Thank Mitch for spending the extra time and work on that choice. We decided that when we left the next day, we’d move the Tesla back to its spot in the garage so we could leave it plugged in. You never know when a fully charged car is going to come in handy. We found a spot outside to stash a garage door opener, just in case, and proceeded warily into the house.

To my immense surprise, nothing inside the house was burned. Definitely a good/bad sort of thing. Good in that there was hope the house could be salvaged. Bad in that all of the Smart Ones who were leading the naked horde had escaped the wrath of my fizzled gasoline vapor bomb.

The house stank of old urine, feces, rotting bodies, and mold.

My mind started clicking through renovation plans. I knew the house had been built with concrete walls—still visible—and concrete floors. I figured all we’d need to do was throw all the reeking furniture over the balcony and rip up the ruined wood flooring. From there, we could make the place more than livable. It still had running water, electricity, air conditioning, and heating.

It looked like much of the surveillance equipment survived the fire, and in a fortuitous turn that I still couldn’t believe, the vast wine cellar in the basement had never been fouled by the Whites who took over the house. The doors remained closed. And although the glass wall was smeared with all manner of human filth, inside the room was perfect—the right temperature, the right humidity, the right level of light, and no smell. None at all.

Whatever kind of system Sarah Mansfield had installed to maintain the atmosphere in the wine cellar was surpassing its design specifications in getting its job done.

That made it all the more attractive to slip a bottle of some nice red wine I’d never heard of into my bag. I assumed it was obscure to me because its price kept it off my radar when I was at the liquor store. That and it wasn’t sold in a box.

By the time we made it up to the roof, ground zero of my gasoline vapor bomb, we found evidence of the blast. Actually, we found almost nothing up there. It apparently had all been blasted off to kingdom come. That was proof that something big and violent had happened.

The charred concrete skeleton of the outdoor kitchen still stood. The metal columns that had supported the pergola stood straight, supporting nothing. All of the lounge chairs, tables, umbrellas, the potted plants, and more to the point, the bodies of any Whites who’d been on the roof at the time of the explosion were gone. The pool, however, remained perfectly intact, and whatever automated system had been installed to keep the water skimmed and filtered was doing a job just as spectacular as the climate control system in the wine cellar. It was perfectly aqua blue and as clear as Caribbean surf.

“I’ll be damned,” said Murphy when he saw the pool.

“Me too,” I agreed.




Chapter 23

The next morning, after a night spent at a comfortable seventy-two degrees on an uncomfortable—yet safe—concrete garage floor, Murphy and I were back on Sarah Mansfield’s roof. We were splitting a can of SPAM and each of us had a can of fruit. Peaches for me, fruit cocktail for Murphy.

“We need to find some sleeping bags or something,” said Murphy as he rubbed at a kink in his neck.

I nodded. It was too bad the Whites who’d taken over the house had fouled every piece of anything that might be used for a pillow, mattress, or blanket. “You know, we should check the elevator today and see if it still works.”

“The mad bomber evaluating his effectiveness,” Murphy laughed.

I ignored the wisecrack. “I’m just saying, we’ll have some time to kill today. I mean, if we’re sticking with the plan to drive after dark.”

“Yeah,” Murphy nodded. “It worked great on the drive down here. I don’t see any reason to start being more stupid now.”

“More stupid?” I asked, knowing exactly what Murphy was talking about. Damn near everything we’d done so far was arguably a stupid idea. However, we were both alive. I kept my favorite argument on that topic to myself: Most people weren’t alive.

“I’m gonna jump in the pool and wash myself and my clothes,” Murphy said as he stepped up to the edge.

Surprised into silence, I only had time to watch as he plunged in.

After a big splash, he stood up on the pool’s bottom and shouted, “Damn, that’s cold!”

I craned my neck to see over the edge of the roof. Any loud sound might draw the attention of Whites you didn’t know were listening. I turned to Murphy. “I thought you didn’t swim.”

“It’s only five feet deep.” Murphy splashed me. “You could probably use a dunk, too.”

Shaking my head, I said, “I’ll keep watch. Besides, I just had a swim in the lake, with all my clothes on, if you’ll remember correctly.”

“Didn’t your mom ever tell you that you should bathe every day?” Murphy grinned.

I ignored him and walked over to lean on a wall from which I had a good view of the city.

We whiled away the morning doing not much of anything—talking about trivial nothings, pointing at places in the distance where we had a favorite restaurant or bar. We talked about old girlfriends, avoiding mention of Mandi and Steph. We speculated about what the world might look like five or ten years down the road.

We mostly ignored the carpet of bones and charred, rotting bodies spread across every visible open space below us. We watched the river flow by and listened to the birds in the trees. It was almost peaceful.

When the helicopters came—two of them, flying from north to south as was their habit—the sound grew up out of the silence. At that point, we stopped talking and simply watched. They flew over Austin’s skyline, but before reaching the tallest buildings, they both descended and circled in the area just south of the university.

I pointed. “It looks like they’re going to land on the Capitol grounds.”

Shaking his head, Murphy said, “I doubt it. They’re probably just shooting at some more Whites like us.”

“No,” I said. “Look.”

The helicopters sank lower and lower.

“See that pointy tip just behind that big blocky building. That’s the Capitol. I think they’re landing.” Sometimes stating your point twice helps it sink in.

Both helicopters disappeared.

“That doesn’t make any sense,” said Murphy. “That can’t be safe down there. Whites are all over the place.”

“Unless the naked horde cleaned them out when they rolled through town.”

“No way,” Murphy disagreed. “There are too many people in Austin to think those naked fucktards killed and ate all of ‘em.”

“According to Jeff Aubrey’s calculations,” I said, “something exactly like that was supposed to happen. How long has it been now?”

Murphy shrugged. “It’s what, late November? Early December maybe.”

“Everything started in August. Three solid months. A lot of them could be dead.”

“Yet we still see them everywhere, right?” Murphy asked.

“Yeah,” I agreed, “but nothing like the massive hordes of them we were seeing. Not only that, but back in the beginning, they were like under every mattress, behind every door.”

“Whatever,” said Murphy. “You’re thinking about it all wrong. Just because we’ve been holed up in that house up by the lake for awhile with no Whites around most of the time, you think they all wandered off. We only left that place two days ago and how many Whites have we seen?”

“Lots,” I said. “But—”

“No buts,” said Murphy. “We saw them at the house where we got shot at. We saw them at Camp Mabry—”

“We always see them at Camp Mabry,” I argued.

“That’s right. And there they were, just like always.”

“No,” I argued. “Not just like always. Usually, there are like a million of them there. This time it was a few dozen hiding in those empty bunkers.”

“Fine. Whatever.” Murphy huffed. “All I’m saying is that we keep seeing them. They’re out there—a lot of them. As soon as you get to thinking that maybe we’ve turned some kind of corner and there aren’t that many, then you’re going to do something stupid and try to get us killed again. That’s all I’m saying. So, don’t think that stupid shit.”

“I can think whatever I want,” I told him, feeling a tad petulant.

“Then keep that stupid shit to yourself, because I don’t want to get munched by a pack of hungry Whites, okay?”

“Damn,” I forced a smile. “Somebody misses Starbucks.”




Chapter 24

Being close to Thanksgiving, the sun set earlier in the day. Murphy and I rearranged the cars just as we’d discussed, buttoned up the garage, and rolled down Mt. Bonnell Road with a full charge on the Mustang’s battery and a full charge on our night vision goggles. Unfortunately, we had less ammunition than we would have liked and few hand grenades.

Nothing is ever perfect.

We had a half moon and not many clouds. Through the night vision goggles the world looked bright and alive. Coyotes were prowling. Owls swooped silently down from the trees to skewer their talons through inattentive rats. Whites who happened to be looking at the road stopped what they were doing to piece together in their virus-diminished brains what the shiny black shadow was floating quietly past. Only a few made any effort to get close to the road for a better look, let alone a futile chase.

We passed Camp Mabry. It was on our way out. We went over the highway—Loop 1—on the bridge, thankfully still clear. That led us through a maze of residential blocks cut through by Shoal Creek.

“You know where you’re going?” Murphy asked.

I had a pretty clear idea of the destination. I was certain the helicopters had landed down near the Capitol building. Get there, and all I’d have to do was look around for a few minutes and there they’d be, surrounded by a bunch of assholes with guns. I wasn’t sure what would come after that, but if the opportunity arose to punch one of them in the face—well, I wouldn’t complain about that. Anyway, that was pretty much my plan. I pointed out over the hood. “That way.”

“Yeah, I know.” Murphy heaved an exaggerated sigh.

“I’m just working my way through this neighborhood, looking for open streets.”

Murphy nodded and started looking down the side streets.

“I need to make a left if I can,” I said. “The last four streets we’ve passed were blocked.”

“You’re still thinking the Capitol building?” asked Murphy.

“Yup.”

We took our left turn, found a north-south road and made our way down to 15th Street. That wide thoroughfare had remained surprisingly clear, at least up to the point where it clogged with abandoned cars and military vehicles near Brackenridge Hospital. Driving on the clear road so close to our destination left me wary, however. It ran right past the northern edge of the Capitol campus, which is why I made a right turn three blocks before I reached the corner of the Capitol property.

“Hey?” Murphy said, pointing down 15th Street as we turned off. “Do you know where you’re going?”

“Don’t want to get shot at again in case those assholes are over there on the Capitol grounds.” I looked admiringly at the interior of the Mustang. “We just got this shiny new car.” I smiled. “I don’t want it to get messed up.”

Murphy laughed.

When we reached 12th Street I spotted a parking garage, zipped silently in through the entrance, and parked the car on a nearly deserted second floor. I pointed east. “The Capitol is about four blocks that way.” I pointed south. “You know what’s down there?”

“Is this a trick question?” Murphy asked.

I shook my head. “About four blocks that way.”

Murphy turned his palms up. “Should I?”

“The Travis County Jail.”

Murphy laughed. “Where it all started. For us anyway.”

I looked south and recalled the jail, the riot, and our escape. “That was some fucked up shit.”

“It’s all been some fucked up shit.” Murphy smiled again and got out of the car.

I got out, jingling the keys in my hand. “Leave ‘em or take ‘em?”

Murphy patted his jeans pocket where he had the extra key stashed. “We’ve had too much shit stolen already. We take the keys. If some other fucker runs through and needs to steal a ride, he better hope there are more cars upstairs ‘cause he’s not taking ours.”

We headed out.




Chapter 25

We walked up a hill that ran east along 12th Street, staying in the darkest shadows behind cars and other debris left scattered on the roads by the storms and the post-virus chaos. When the hill crested two blocks west of the Capitol grounds, we saw that we’d come to the right place.

The Texas State Capitol complex covered a square in the center of Austin four city blocks long on each side. The Capitol building sat in the middle of what were mostly enormous old oak trees shading acres of green grass so thick and soft that it made visitors want to throw off their shoes to feel it between their toes.

The grass on the northern side of the Capitol grounds had been dug up years earlier to bury a massive state office complex connected into the historic Capitol building through what was its basement. They layered the whole thing in a couple acres of concrete except for one giant, perfectly round hole a hundred or more feet across and three stories deep. The round wall inside the hole was flanked by granite pillars, balconies, and tall windows through which sunlight poured to irritate the bureaucrats in their warrens.

Surrounding the whole complex on the inside edge of the sidewalk had been a decorative iron fence that stood about three feet tall with rows of little gold star spikes along the top edge. All of that iron was now gone or more accurately, relocated.

Right on the curb, some bunch of somebodies had constructed a rampart at least fifteen feet tall that incorporated cars, pieces of cars, semi-trailers, metal doors, sheets of galvanized tin, and pretty much any piece of metal that could be scavenged from nearby. Whoever built it had welded all the pieces together to form a fairly smooth wall that ran perfectly parallel to the street. That black iron fence that used to keep tourists off the grass now topped the rampart.

The wall was every color of post-industrial ugly with a wealth of rust spots where the parts had been tack-welded but not painted. Paint was a luxury. Pieces above overlapped pieces below—like shingles—leaving no apparent handholds. As much as the wall looked like a pile of junk at a glance, a second look revealed how formidable it was. No one would be scaling it without a rope. I suspected from the look of the pieces of cars and trucks incorporated into it, nothing short of an Abrams tank could knock it over or crash through it.

At odd intervals along the top edge of the rampart stood what appeared to be deer blinds. Inside some of them crouched men with rifles. The rifles had the now-familiar bulky suppressors on the ends of their barrels.

“You seeing what I’m seeing?” I asked.

“Yup,” said Murphy. “The Hillbillies made themselves a fort.”

“I wonder how they managed to get that built.” I looked up and down the length of the wall as it paralleled the street. Even through the night vision goggles, the sight was a familiar one. Four lanes of asphalt and concrete covered completely in the remnants of humans: clothes, shoes, bones, and bodies in various stages of rot. The carpet of the dead was not still. Among the corpses crawled rats, dogs, and even the brain-fried infected, so desperate for food that they were gnawing bits and bites of flesh off the decomposing bodies.

“They’ve been killing a lot of Whites down here,” said Murphy. “More than up at Mabry, I think.”

Pointing at all the pieces of clothing among the dead, I said, “I don’t think this wall was here when the naked horde came through town.”

Murphy shrugged and put on an innocent face. “Jealous?”

“What?” I shot him an angry look. “What does that mean?”

“These guys held out. We didn’t.”

Shaking my head, and recalling how easily the naked horde had knocked over the wall around Sarah Mansfield’s compound, I said, “You know as well as I do that if half a million naked Whites rolled up on this place, everyone inside would be dead now.”

“Whatever you need to tell yourself.”

I huffed and looked back at the wall.

Murphy said, “So, what’s the plan, Batman?”

Without looking away from the wall, I said, “I’m going in.”

“Couldn’t you think of something stupider than that?”

“Sarcasm?” I asked.

Murphy shrugged. “It works.”

“I’m not going to walk up to the door and announce myself.”

“Good,” Murphy chuckled. “Because you never know, when you’re dealing with the Valiant Null Spot.”

Ignore him. Ignore him.

Peering at the dark deer blinds atop their flimsy metal-pole frames, I said, “That one is empty. I’ll bet they don’t have enough guards for all of them.”

“Or they’re asleep,” Murphy said, looking around behind us. “Or having dinner. Or maybe that guard is on the other side of the wall taking a dump.”

“More than just that one is empty,” I said. “Besides, if they had enough guys, then they’d have enough guys for the night shift. All of those guard towers would be full.”

“Okay, Sherlock,” said Murphy, “if I say you’re right, will you get on with telling me your plan?”




Chapter 26

Diversion, is it the oldest trick in the book?

Maybe.

Under normal circumstances—

Who am I fooling? What do I know about “normal circumstances” with respect to military operations?

Nothing.

I guess where I’m going with my line of thought is this: I think people with military training expect diversions when they think an attack is imminent. Why? Because they work. The diversion worked on Monk’s Island. That’s why we used one there to rescue—or failed to rescue—those people from Jay Booth and his crazy fucks.

My thoughts about getting into the Capitol grounds undetected depended on a diversion I thought should work for one basic reason. The mix of military men—and whatever the rest of them were—didn’t expect an assault from an intelligent, organized enemy. They expected halfwit Whites. By the evidence of all the rotting corpses outside their walls, they were adept at handling those. Perhaps they didn’t even see Whites as a threat anymore, just a nuisance.

They must never have encountered the naked horde.

Anyway, that was the basis for my reasoning as I snuck toward the grounds of the Governor’s Mansion, which covered a city block adjacent to the southwest corner of the Capitol grounds.

At the intersection on the southwest corner of the mansion, an area where the guards in the deer blinds wouldn’t be able to see me, traffic barricades, burned out vehicles, bones, and spent brass bullet casings were everywhere. Rifles and pistols lay rusting on what remained of corpses under shreds of uniforms. As I crossed the intersection, I realized our days of scavenging weapons out in the open were over. Only those guns protected indoors were likely to be operable.

The fence along two sides of the mansion had been almost completely knocked over, and weeds had grown waist high through the wrought iron. Highway patrol cars were parked at odd angles on the formerly lush grass. The governor had clearly tried to make his stand in the mansion with as many state police as he thought necessary. Or maybe just all the ones he could gather.

Too bad for him.

Unless he’d fled out the back door when the mob of Whites that knocked down the fence showed up, he was likely dead for his bravado and so were all the policemen who’d died protecting him.

Under the dark night shade of the trees, I reached the wall of the two-story, plantation-style mansion and stopped to listen. Only birds in the trees and the breeze through the leaves made any sound.

Having taken a tour of the Governor’s Mansion with one of my freshman high school classes—in an old life that seemed like a different nightmare—I knew the rough layout of the place. I also knew the décor had plenty of overstuffed furniture, hideous wallpaper, and lots of useless decorative flammable crap everywhere. I only hoped that after the 2008 fire and subsequent renovation, most of that flammable stuff had been replaced with more equally useless flammable crap.

Climbing into the darkness of the mansion through a first-floor window, I was pleased to see that my memory hadn’t failed me. I found myself in the library, which stood two stories high with a walkway around the perimeter of the 2nd floor that provided access to the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves on all four walls. Half or more of the books had been scattered through the room as though a wind had blown them into dunes of sand with book-sized grains. The furniture was splintered, shredded, and overturned. Brownish spots and splatter were everywhere. It was clear that when the Whites overwhelmed the police outside, the monsters had poured in through the windows and the battle continued inside.

Brass shell casings, their shine lost, lay among the clutter on the floor. Grenade blasts marred and scorched the floor and walls. I wondered for a moment why the mansion hadn’t burned a second time, but figured that during the renovations seven years ago, a more robust fire suppression system had probably been installed. Looking at the ceiling to see sprinkler heads two floors up, I further guessed that those systems were now not functional. No water. No electricity.

No luck for an old building that was going to rot into nothingness anyway.

I hefted the gas can I’d collected along my way to the mansion and had filled two-thirds full with scavenged gasoline and diesel fuel. I dumped some of the wickedly aromatic liquid onto piles of books against two of the walls.

Having decided that I was only going to light two or three rooms before retreating, I hurried about my business and doused the couches in an adjoining room after pushing them against the walls. I definitely wanted the old wooden walls to catch fire. Lastly, I poured the remainder of my can over the desk, shelves, and furnishings in the governor’s personal office. Knowing that office was definitely going to burn left me satisfied for reasons I didn’t completely understand.

Maybe in my mind the governor was the kingpin on top of a pyramid of authoritarian fuck-sticks whose boot heels had been repressing me my whole life.

Maybe I just hated authority because my parents were a pair of belt-happy repressive pricks.

Maybe I never grew out of my third-grade fascination with flames.

After leaving the gas can on the governor’s desk, I went out into the central hall where curiosity got the best of me as I looked up at the grand staircase covered with a layer of human remains so thick it was almost impossible to see the individual steps. All up and down the wall, bullet holes had torn through the plaster, leaving gouges with shards of the underlying wood sticking out.

Stepping between the rotting bodies, I followed the course of the battle up the stairs and wondered how many policemen had been standing on the upper landing, shooting into the mass of screaming monsters as they flowed up toward them. It reminded me of the house in East Austin where Murphy, Mandi, Russell, and I had been trapped when the Whites were rushing up the stairs to tear at our flesh.

Once I reached the landing at the top, I saw that several sets of tall double doors made of thick wood had been broken off their hinges by the weight of the Whites pushing them to get at those inside. I thought about the terror those within the rooms must have felt as those seemingly impenetrable doors flexed and creaked. Then the oaken doors shattered, and the real screaming started as the last of the bullets failed to stop the wild-eyed hungry. It was a horrible tale—one that had been replayed over and over in nearly every home in the city, the country, maybe the world.

I looked at all the bodies in the governor’s bedroom, scattered among the shredded mattress, the overturned dressers, and the torn curtains. With one of several lighters I kept on me at all times—lighters were a handy thing to have—I lit the shredded mattress and watched the fire take hold before running downstairs to touch a flame where my gasoline was already soaking in.

The library was the last room I lit before jumping out the big broken window I’d come in through a short while earlier.

Peeking and sneaking, I worked my way through the governor’s yard, past the police cruisers, corpses, and fence. Few things were done in a hurry when Whites were about, especially when a bunch of assholes with rifles and a helicopter were just a block away.

When I reached the street, flames were visible through the broken windows on the south side of the mansion, and Whites were starting to peer out from the buildings where they lurked and from the inside of abandoned cars where they nested. I was half a block away when the first of them screeched and ran toward the fire.

I smiled. Diversion created.




Chapter 27

The night vision goggles gave me an advantage when jogging through the dark streets. I saw most of the Whites up ahead long before I was close enough for them to hear or see me. Nearly all of them were easy to avoid. Some forced me to take a detour. That being said, they might have left me alone, but that was always a gamble. You never knew which anachronistic behavior of someone acting normal would set the Whites off. Running car engines, talking, and shooting guns were the top three that nearly every White recognized as a sign of edible normals. Toting a gun, using a flashlight, or wearing clothes too clean and tidy seemed to be a trigger for a few.

Other Whites, as I’d seen too many times, were something akin to bullies. With their gangs of toadies, they might attack anything—person, animal, or another White—as long as the numbers were in their favor. With me alone, and exhibiting classic prey behavior of running in the dark, I was advertising myself as being in a vulnerable position. I could only hope that any problems that arose could be solved with bluster and blade.

At the northwestern corner of the Capitol grounds, I slowed and stopped behind a burned out car. Across the street, near the corner of the junk-puzzle rampart, partially concealed by low mounds of corpses, I spied Murphy. He was squatting, keeping himself concealed, signaling for me to come.

Straight down the street I saw past the intersection at the southwest corner of the Capitol campus. Whites were in the road on the far side of the Governor’s Mansion from the Capitol grounds. Some were loitering. Some were running toward the fire, which by then had engulfed the old white plantation house. Hundreds of them were howling. More were silent.

Infected voices were crying out from other directions. The Whites were aroused by the noise. The city was coming alive.

I found it interesting that the Whites down there hadn’t ventured onto the streets adjacent to the wall around the Capitol grounds. Did they understand that to be a killing zone? Were they all capable of learning?

Matters of concern.

I scanned down the length of the wall, letting my gaze linger on the deer stands where shortly before guards had watched. All the deer stands nearby were empty. To me, that seemed exactly the kind of move a shorthanded military commander would make when he believed he had an advantage in intelligence over his enemy. He’d sacrificed strength at the perimeter positions where no threats existed in order to fortify himself where the danger did exist—the growing horde of Whites around the Governor’s Mansion.

By virtue of them still being alive, the men inside must have understood the absolute necessity of preventing a breach in the walls. A breach would lead unavoidably to them being overrun and killed.

That being said, I also knew that any commander smart enough to still be alive would be smart enough to always watch his flanks. So though he’d moved his strength to the southwest corner of the Capitol complex, he most certainly had eyes watching the other walls.

I sprinted across the street and slid to a stop next to Murphy. I whispered, “We in?”

He nodded and noiselessly pulled back a flap of tin, creating a gap in the wall wide enough for me to slip through.

I was more than pleased to emerge on the other side of the wall into a hedge of ragged bushes, with a car on one side and a dumpster a little ways to the left, both components of the wall. Murphy squeezed in beside me and slowly let the tin flap spring back into place.

I sneaked forward to get a glimpse down the length of the inside of the wall. Whereas it had a smooth front, necessary to prevent the infected from climbing it, the back was a hodge-podge of all the things of various sizes that had been used to construct it.

I looked carefully at the dark windows of the Capitol building. I saw nothing there. But that didn’t mean there was no one inside looking back.

Murphy tapped me on the shoulder and pointed along a row of trees headed toward the buried annex behind the Capitol.

I nodded and whispered, “Ready to run?”

“Dude,” Murphy grabbed my shoulder as I started to stand and pulled me back down, “put your gun in your hands so you’re carrying it like a guard. Jump up real quick like, and we’ll walk together along the wall, back that way.”

“Ah,” I smiled. “In case somebody inside sees us. In the dark, they’ll think we’re a couple of them.”

“Ready, genius?” Murphy asked.

We got to our feet and walked, making a show of looking at the wall, pointing, and pausing.

“What do you see down there?” Murphy asked, nodding his head back toward the southwest corner of the grounds.

Looking back as we walked, I said, “I see at least a dozen dudes with guns, but with the trees and stuff in the way, I can’t tell for sure.”

“Look again.” Murphy nodded more emphatically.

I looked back and shrugged. “Dudes with guns? What do you see?”

“No helicopters.”

I stopped and turned to stare for a second. Damn. “Maybe they’re on the lawn on the other side.”

Murphy shrugged and moved on. “Maybe they aren’t here.” He went on to mutter, “Maybe we should get the fuck out of here the way we came in.”

“We’re here now.”

“You know what else?” Murphy asked.

Sarcastically, I said, “I love guessing but why don’t you just tell me.”

“No bodies.”

That put a stop to my sarcasm. I snapped my head around as I scanned the grounds. Murphy was right. No bodies. No bones. None of the usual detritus left when the dead had been scavenged for all that was edible. I said, “I guess they cleaned the place up when they moved in.”

From where we were, off to the west side of the Capitol building, we headed across the grass toward the rear. We passed through a cluster of brass sculptures—children frolicking on the grass. It made me wonder how long it would be before that scene became a reality again. Past the sculptures, we rounded a tall hedge and came to the edge of the spacious plaza that covered the underground office complex.

There, between two long rows of skylights, were parked two helicopters.

Murphy nudged me roughly with his elbow, and all but pushed me in a new direction as he quickened his steps.

I was already hurrying as I turned my head to see the danger.

We came to a stop behind a small square building built to house the elevators that Capitol employees rode up from down below.

“What?” I asked as I noticed chips out of the concrete wall. Bullets had hit it. Brownish stains not completely washed away by all the rains told me that some of those bullets had found their mark.

Nodding back in the direction we’d been going, as he looked at the darkness on the backside of the Capitol, Murphy said, “Three guys are over there smoking.”

“Fuck,” I chastised myself. I hadn’t seen them.

He peeked around the corner of the building and pointed. “Right there, you can barely see them past the row of skylights. By that stairwell.”

He leaned back and I took a quick look around the corner. Sure enough, there they were, glowing green in the night vision goggles with bright points of starlight shining from their lit cigarettes. “Got ‘em. What are you thinking?”

Murphy walked to the other side of the little elevator building and looked in the other direction. “I think if those guys are together, it’s because they’re bored of standing around by themselves and looking at the back of the wall.”

Seeing where Murphy was going with that line of thought, I said, “You think something’s not guarded right now.”

Murphy nodded.

We walked side by side across a long, wide piece of empty plaza to a small elevator building that mirrored the one we’d just been hiding behind. The whole plaza was built that way, one half a mirror image of the other.

I glanced back at the smokers more than once. I saw them looking at us in longer and longer glances, but after each glance, they apparently satisfied whatever curiosity or suspicion they had about us and they went back to their conversation and cigarettes. From a distance in the dark, Murphy and I did look like them.

We made a left turn at the elevator building and walked together toward another small house-like structure, the entrance to one of the stairways that led down into the office warrens. It stood on the opposite side of the plaza from where the three guards were killing time. Like its counterpart where the three men loitered, this one was set back into a square concrete alcove, presumably to protect those coming and going, at least momentarily, from any rain that might be falling, with space to open and close umbrellas.

With no more than idle curiosity from the guards, we arrived at the alcove. Hidden from view from nearly every direction, I tried the solid metal door to the stairs while Murphy kept lookout behind us.

Locked.

Damn.

I tried the door again, jiggling it quietly.

Damn.

“Locked?” Murphy asked.

I sighed.

“Try it again,” he said.

Shaking my head, I said, “Why?” I jiggled it again anyway.

“What’s the plan now?” he asked as he peeked out around the wall.

“I—”

The door clicked inside and swung open.

I tripped over my feet while stepping out of the way, and caught myself on the door frame halfway to hitting the ground.

Looking down at me, wide-eyed and slack-jawed, a guy in a half-assed military uniform stared.




Chapter 28

Pointing, and angrily waggling his finger, the guy in the doorway said, “You dumbasses. Go back to the front wall.” Then his face changed. He knew I didn’t look right, but for some reason he wasn’t making the logical leap to what the color of my skin implied about me. Maybe it was the moonlight that threw him off.

I tried to get my feet beneath me while not knowing what to say back to him.

“Move dumbasses,” he ordered, waggling his finger again. He looked away from me and eyed Murphy as the expression on his face changed. Something was clicking in his brain.

I said, “No habla de Spanish.”

“What?” The guy looked at me again, with his lip cocked up in an Elvis sneer, and he shook his head. “You stupid?”

With his attention focused on stupid me, the guy didn’t see Murphy swing his fist. The punch threw his head back as he crumbled and rolled backwards down the stairs.

I rushed inside, hurrying down the stairs after the tumbling asshole. As the guy hit the first landing, I pounced on top of him, pressing my hand against his mouth and putting my knee over his throat.

The door above clicked shut, and Murphy hustled down the stairs, stopping beside me.

“Nice punch,” I said, looking up. “He’s out.”
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Interrogation seemed like the best option. Why not? We had the guy. We couldn’t leave him in the stairwell. We wanted answers, and he surely knew more about what was going on at the Capitol than we did.

With little effort, Murphy lifted the guy and threw him over his shoulder.

From a tour I’d taken a few years back I knew the annex was full of offices, conference rooms, hearing rooms, and plenty of open spaces where the light flowed in from the skylights above to make the subterranean space more palatable. I’m thinking now that a Capitol tour for a twenty-something guy sounds like a pretty suck way to spend a Saturday. But hey, it was free. Me and my buddies had been drinking since before noon. Damn near anything is entertaining when you’re hammered especially when every ornament and every architectural feature looks like a phallus. Swear to God.

Taking advantage of the perspective, we even took turns posing for photos by a particular design on the terrazzo floor that looked like a giant pink penis. That was funny as hell until a security guard came to investigate.

There. That’s my excuse for voluntarily killing a Saturday in a government building.

Thankfully, I hadn’t been so wasted that I forgot the whole day. Well, parts later that evening never resurfaced in my memory. That’s why I never figured out which one of my buddies barfed on my couch.

As it was, I had a pretty good understanding of the Capitol Annex layout.

I led the way downstairs. Shoes, eyeglasses, and the remnants of cell phones lay scattered on the stairs along with random crap out of a girl’s purse or some guy’s briefcase. It was clear to me the Whites had caught and killed people in the stairwell. The bodies were gone but the evidence remained.

Three stories underground, I opened the stairwell door into darkness. The feeble moonlight coming in through the skylights over the hallway didn’t provide sufficient light. Only the night vision goggles allowed me to see anything clearly.

“Anything out there?” Murphy whispered as he bumped into me from behind.

“Not sure,” I said, scanning the darkness a couple hundred yards to my left where the long wide underground hall terminated at the foot of the Capitol building. To my right, an equal distance away at the bottom of the round atrium, three floors below ground level, sat one of the helicopters. All around on the lowest floor, in the hall and under the balconies, were stacked boxes that had a familiar look.

“You need to see this,” I said, glancing back at Murphy.

He leaned around the edge of the open door. “Anybody down there?”

Nodding, I said, “I don’t see any movement, but there’s a light way down there past all the boxes.”

Murphy peeked and then stepped back inside the stairwell, hefting the unconscious dude to keep him from slipping off his shoulder. “How’d they get the helicopter down there?”

I stepped into the stairwell with Murphy, letting the door close quietly behind me. “The only way they could do it is if some pilot with big balls flew down through the circular atrium. Seems kind of crazy but I guess it’s secure.”

“What were those boxes?”

“I think ammo and weapons,” I said. “Those looked like boxes we saw at Camp Mabry in the bunkers. I think they’re using this floor for an ammo dump.”

Murphy pushed the door open and leaned out far enough to get a good look. He came back into the stairwell. “Why store all that ammo here? Why are they setting up house at the Capitol?”

I shrugged. “Why did a bunch of assholes in a helicopter shoot at us and sink our boat? Why did they build a stupid fort around the Capitol building? Fuck, Murphy, I don’t know?”

“Don’t get your panties in a wad.” Murphy pursed his lips and asked, “What’s the plan then? You want me to haul this dumbass back upstairs and ditch him?”

I took a moment to think about it. “Let’s go up a floor. With the helicopter and the ammunition down there, guys are bound to be down here sooner or later. The second floor seems to me like the best place to grab some state senator’s office and have a talk with this guy when he comes around.”
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Bodies, reeking and rotting, were still on the floor on level two. At least what was left of them. The floors were cluttered. I guessed the second level wasn’t being used by anyone. We found an unlocked door, walked right through the outer meeting room and commandeered the inner office.

Using a flashlight pointed at the ceiling for illumination, I looked at our prisoner. With all of the network cable Murphy and I could pull from the computers around the office, we had him wrapped tightly in a rolling office chair. He’d come awake as we were tying him up, and he wasn’t happy.

“What’s the deal here?” I asked him.

The guy spit some blood onto the floor and sniffled up some of what had been draining from his nose. He didn’t answer my question. Instead he asked me, in jumbled speech that was hard to follow, “Why you don’t tell me who you are and what the hell you’re up to?”

Murphy moved to punch him in the face but stopped before doing it.

The guy flinched and turned his head.

Murphy chuckled. “You macho boys crack me up.”

“Fuck you,” said the guy.

Murphy punched him in the face.

The guy’s head snapped back and more blood flowed.

I glared at Murphy.

The guy laughed. “The thing I wondered ‘bout you White Skins is…” the guy seemed stuck on finding the next word. “…Do you know? Stupid you are?”

I wanted to hit the guy myself, but I wasn’t sure if he even understood what he was trying to say.

He forced another laugh. “You… must be Einsteins of the White Skin world. You got guns and… shit. You still talk but you have to miss those… days when… you had a whole brain.” He spit some blood at the floor but mostly at me. “C’mon man. I smarter a lot than you. Let… me go. Leave. I forget it too.”

Murphy leaned and half whispered in my ear, “This dude’s an idiot.”

“You know that not hurts, right?” The guy looked at me. “I’m Survivor. Black eyes. No pain.” He grinned through bloody teeth.”

I took the flashlight and shined it into the guy’s eyes. I pulled it away and shined it in again before aiming it away. “Shit, Murphy. Look at this.”

Murphy leaned in close.

I said, “His eyes don’t dilate.” I repeated the experiment.

The guy said, “Survivor. Black eyes. No pain.”

“You had the virus?” I asked.

“Fuck you, dumbass,” he answered.

Murphy balled a fist.

“No pain,” the guy grinned again.

Murphy shrugged and said, “Unless you want me to knock out all of your teeth you’ll quit being an asshole and tell us what we want to know. It might not hurt, but you’ll sure miss the teeth when they’re gone, I guarantee you that much.”

“Not telling,” said the guy.

“Jeez,” I laughed. “You act like you’ve never seen a movie in your life.” I stood up and started to pace. “That’s the way this shit works. We tie you up. You protest. We beat you. You get all macho. We beat you some more. In the end, you tell us what we want to know. That’s just the way it is.” I sat back down in front of him. “It’s not like you’re hiding any government secrets or anything.”

I stared at him for a moment longer and said, “We don’t want to beat you, man. I’m Zed. This is Murphy. You got a name?”

The guy glared at me.

“Dude,” I said, “being an asshole doesn’t get us anywhere. Just tell me your name or I’ll make one up for you.”

He glared some more.

I huffed. “Fine. You’re Marvin. Cool?”

“Marvin?” He got a sour look on his face. “Call Don.”

Murphy asked, “Who’s Don?”

“I Don,” the guy told him.

“Don,” I said. “Look, here’s the deal. It’s not like we’re Russian spies or anything. Some bunch of dipshits in a helicopter shot up our boat. We followed the helicopters down here, and low and behold, we find you. A Slow Burn, I guess.” I pointed at Don. “We’re just trying to find out what’s going on.”

“Slow Burn?” Don asked. “Survivor. I Survivor.”

“Whatever,” I shrugged. “Is that what you call yourself, a Survivor?”

“I am,” he said. “We all Survivors.”

“Cool,” I said. “Why aren’t you white like us?” I asked.

Don looked me up and down, “You a White Skin.”

I laughed.

Murphy grabbed his crotch and said, “I’ve got your White Skin.”

Still laughing, I looked over at Murphy. “I thought it was a mocha frost tea bag.”

Murphy found that pretty funny.

I turned back to Don. We needed to get serious again. I said, “You got the virus. That’s why you have the dilated eyes and you don’t feel much pain. But it didn’t affect your pigment.”

Don shook his head.

“So you’re saying any Survivors that lose their pigment are White Skins?” I asked. “Even if they’re still just as smart as you? You know, just so I understand.”

Shaking his head and letting his anger show, Don said, “All White Skins is stupid. Cannibals. White Skins is White Skins.”

“Why?” I asked. “What’s the difference between you and me besides skin color. We both survived.”

Don pulled a face and said, “You stupid. You cannibal. No White Skin smart.”

“What about us?” I asked.

That seemed to confuse Don. “You first White Skins I seen could talk. Some talk nonsense. Some we train. Like dogs. Not smart.”

I stepped back and paced around a bit.

Murphy sat on a desktop and looked at me. “I think he’s lying.”

“No lie,” said Don.

I looked at Murphy and said, “Yeah. I hate to agree with Don, but I don’t think he’s bright enough to lie.”

“Unless that’s the lie,” said Murphy, “the act that the virus made him stupid.” Murphy looked at the door and then looked back at me. “We should get out of here. I don’t have a good feeling about this.”

I slowly shook my head. I needed to learn more about what was going on. If Don was telling the truth. Hell, Don had to be telling at least a partial truth. He was clearly a survivor of the virus, but in a form we’d never seen before. I asked, “Where did you live when the virus hit?”

Don pursed his lips, reluctant to answer.

“Do you think it matters?” I asked.

“Maybe.”

I rolled my eyes. “Okay, here’s what I think.”

Murphy started laughing again. “Oh no, it’s Professor Zed time.” He yawned and looked at Don. “You should have talked.”

“Whatever.” I shot Murphy a withering look. Back to Don, I said, “You guys had to have gotten all these helicopters from Fort Hood. You can pretend that’s a secret if you want. It doesn’t matter to me. My point was that in Austin, we haven’t seen any like you.” I put a finger on Don’s chest. “I’m wondering if in different parts of the state if… I don’t know…” I thought about it for a minute. “Why would people up where you’re from survive in a different way than we did down here?”

“I Survivor,” said Don. “You Meat.”
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Further interrogation of Don turned out to be a waste of time. He didn’t tell us anything that we couldn’t figure out for ourselves by just sitting on a side street and watching the Capitol grounds. When my patience ran out, Murphy was kind enough to punch Don on the side of the head hard enough to knock him out again, sending him and the chair crashing to the floor.

We left him in the back office with the doors closed, lying on the floor still tied to the chair. I figured if he wound up stuck in there for a couple of days, eventually somebody walking in the hall might hear him holler. If not, well, I figured he would eventually work his way out of his binds.

At least that’s how I rationalized it. I didn’t want to think we’d left him to die of thirst while tied to a chair in a remote part of the Capitol.

Murphy said we should either kill Don or get off the Capitol grounds the way we came in. Any other plan, according to him, was stupid.

Nevertheless, Murphy reluctantly followed me down the hall on the second subterranean level, moving quietly toward the main building.

The clomping of boots coming down the stairs out of the Capitol alerted us to stop and squat in the deep shadows near the walls.

We waited and listened.

The boots came closer. They were on the level below us and had we looked over the balcony, we would have been able to watch them pass right below. That wasn’t necessary, as they were talking as they walked, making their position easy to track just by the sound.

“Justice Baird said six—bring six,” one guy told the other as they passed below.

“We never take them out at night,” said the other guy. “Did he say why?”

The first guy laughed bitterly. “You wanna ask Justice Baird why?”

“No,” the second guy muttered. “Where we supposed to take ‘em?”

The first guy said, “Out front. He wants ‘em to haul some of those deer blinds to the front wall so we can put more guns out there tonight.”

“They’re not that heavy,” said the second guy. “We could haul ‘em ourselves.”

“Why?” The first guy laughed. “We got White Skin labor. Why not use it?”

“They die when we work ‘em too hard,” said the second guy.

Laughing as they walked out of earshot, the first guy said, “We can get more.”

Murphy and I stayed put and silent while we waited for the two to pass through some doors down past the helicopter. Once they were inside, we hurried off.

At the end of the hall at the main stairway leading up into the Capitol building, we stopped.

“Which way, Batman?”

I huffed. “Stop calling me Batman.”

“You don’t like Null Spot.”

I pointed upstairs. “I think we should stay off the main floor.”

“Why are you so interested in scoping these dudes out?” Murphy asked. “Are we thinking about joining these yahoos? Because if that’s your plan, that’s one thing. If not, well you know what I think.”

I pointed back up the long hall we’d just come down. “You think those guys are talking about Slow Burns like Russell used to be?”

Nodding, Murphy said, “Yeah, that’s exactly what I think. Seems like they’re using them for slave labor. Why, were you thinking something else?”

I shook my head and started up the stairs, slowly and carefully.

The Texas Capitol building looks quite a bit like the United States Capitol, except that it’s made of Sunset Red granite so it looks pink from the outside instead of white. The interior is laid out much like the U.S. Capitol with a high-domed rotunda at the center of two main wings: the Senate Chamber at the east end and House Chamber at the other.

Murphy and I had just reached the landing on the Capitol’s ground floor when some of the tall wood and glass doors at the front of the building swung noisily open on heavy bronze hinges. I rounded a turn and bounded silently up the next flight of stairs with Murphy on my heels. The sound of voices on the second floor prompted me to continue running past that level and up to the third floor.

Hearing nothing but voices echoing up from the floor of the rotunda, we stepped into the third-floor hallway leading down the length of that wing to the House Gallery. We tucked ourselves into an alcove in front of a large door and stopped to catch our breath.

Murphy leaned close to me and whispered, “I hope you have a plan to get us out of here.”

“Don’t sweat it,” I told him, feeling certain the place had insufficient security to keep us in. I pointed at a bullet-riddled door across the hall and motioned Murphy to follow.

After stepping lightly across the wide hall, I grabbed the door and swung slowly, hoping the old, ornate hinges wouldn’t creak and echo through the hall and up to the rotunda dome, then back down to the people who’d entered through the front door. Those people were down there arguing about something, but an out-of-place squeak of tarnished metal might interrupt them.

Thankfully, the hinges were well-lubricated, and we entered quietly, pulling the door closed behind us.

The office was huge with old windows that stood from waist height up eight feet tall. The square wooden desk in the middle of the office was of similar proportions and probably of a similar age. Its expansive top, large enough to park a small car, was clear except for smears of dried blood. The rest of the office was a shambles of shell casings, brownish-red stains, torn clothes, and bones. The clothes and bones were proof that the normal people who’d made their stand here had lost. At least that’s the way it looked to me. I supposed that some could have lived, abandoning their dead to scavengers who came later.

Evidence of death was everywhere, in everything. Worth notice were the places I came across where it wasn’t apparent that someone had died there.

Murphy walked over to one of the tall windows and peeked out into the fire glow between the blinds. “Hey,” he whispered, impatiently waving me to come over.

I crossed over a pile of books that had fallen out of the shelves on the wall, taking up a place beside Murphy to look out the window. The Governor’s Mansion was in full blaze and the flames were spreading to the old oaks on the property. The streets on the far side were filled with the infected, thousands and thousands of them. They were surging up side streets and pulling back. They looked like they were trying to get up their nerve to rush the walls.

“That’s weird,” I said.

“Yeah,” Murphy agreed. “It’s like they’re afraid of this place.”

Shaking my head, I said, “I wonder what the trick is? You think it’s just conditioning, like training a dog?”

“Man, I don’t know.” He looked back at the door and looked around the room. “I don’t get a good feeling about this place. I think these dudes are whacked, and I think they’re stupid.”

“How’s that?” I asked.

“Look out the window, man.” Murphy pulled the blinds apart. “It’s only a matter of time before all those Whites figure out they can tear down that wall. We got through, and it wasn’t that hard.”

I nodded.

“Hell,” Murphy said. “If the naked horde comes back this way, these guys are fucked. They’ll never get those helicopters out before they get overrun.” Murphy shook his head and rubbed his face. “It’s like they’re all kinda psycho-stupid or something. Who the hell sets up a fortress in the middle of Austin?” He gestured at the noisy mob out in the streets. “In the middle of all that?”

He had a point. I said, “It doesn’t make any sense.” I looked out the window at the mass of Whites glowing red in the flames on the other side of the wall. Plenty of soldiers were out there. Well, not plenty. Relative to the number of Whites on the other side of the wall, the number of soldiers was laughable.

I said, “Those guards in the hall didn’t sound as stupid as Don.”

“Maybe they’re immune,” said Murphy. “Maybe they didn’t get the virus like Don did.”

Maybe. Don did say there were Survivors though. I took the implication to mean they’d all caught and then survived the virus. “Maybe this Baird guy we heard those guards mention wants to be the next governor of Texas or something. Maybe he’s trying to reestablish the government in Austin by taking over the Capitol.”

“News flash, Johnny Genius,” said Murphy. “There’s no more Texas. Just people like us.” He pointed at the soldiers out on the lawn, in their deer blinds, standing by their Humvees, or watching the wall. “I guess people like these fucktards. A few normal people who are being smart and hiding out.” He looked back at the horde in the street. “And them. Lots of them.”

As much as I agreed with pretty much everything he said, some small part of me wanted to believe that the government was coming back, that order was returning. I shook my head and stepped away from the window.

“What?” Murphy asked.

“Nothing,” I said absently. Did I really want to go back to my previous life anyway?

No.

This life sucked most of the time but so did the old one, just in different ways.

I went back over to the window and looked out. Could these yahoos really be the start of the effort to rebuild? “Yeah,” I said, “I don’t know what’s going on here, but it’s going to go bad eventually and all these knuckleheads are going to wind up dead.” I slapped Murphy on the back. “You were right. Let’s get the fuck out of here.”
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As we left the office through the bullet-riddled door, we heard yelling echoing up through the vast space under the Capitol dome. Murphy and I paused and shared a look. I’m sure he was thinking the same thing I was thinking: Don had gotten loose and alerted his comrades.

Time to test my confidence in my assertion that the assholes were too few and the Capitol complex too large to prevent our getaway.

I leaned out of the door’s alcove to see what I could see up and down the length of the building.

The third floor was clear. I listened for a moment. I asked, “Hear anything up here?”

Murphy shook his head but continued to scan from side to side.

I left the cover of the alcove, ran on light feet through the hall until I was near the edge of the balcony that circled the rotunda on the third floor. Getting down on my hands and knees and then onto my belly, I got close enough to see the round, decorative terrazzo floor with the state seal at the bottom. Thick stone balusters carved into decorative shapes by the prison laborers and Scottish stonecutters who built the Capitol offered pretty good cover, especially with the nighttime shadows inside the building.

Below, I saw a half dozen armed men surrounding four others with hands bound behind their backs. The four with hands bound were wearing desert camouflage fatigues and boots. Looking disciplined even with no helmets and no hats, they wore nothing on their belts. They stood, not quite at attention but straight up, except for one. He had a familiar odd curve to his stance.

The six surrounding them had the ragtag appearance of most of the other guys we’d seen in the Capitol gang. Some wore military clothing with t-shirts or sweatshirts. Some of them slouched. They fidgeted. They were a rabble.

The guy I assumed was in charge stood in front of the four prisoners, ranting on about something. In the large space with the echoes coming back down from the dome above, it was hard to make out more than an occasional word of what he was saying.

Murphy leaned in close to my ear and whispered. “Not our business. Take off your Null Spot cape and GTF.”

I nodded but didn’t move.

Wait. What?

I looked at Murphy. “GTF?”

“Get the fuck outta here.” He nodded dramatically toward the stairs.

I whispered, “You’re missing some letters in your acronym.”

“Fuck if I care.”

I looked back down at the soldiers on the rotunda floor. Something about that one guy with the unusual stance was familiar, and I needed to figure out why. I got up on my hands and knees and started crawling to another place on the rotunda balcony, one that would give me a better view of the prisoners below.

“Zed,” Murphy hissed. “Zed! What the hell?” He pointed down the hall away from the rotunda.

I ignored him and continued.

Once I arrived at the spot I wanted, I lay down again and looked.

A second later, Murphy was by my side. “We can get down the stairs at the end of the hall and make our way into the annex on the basement level.”

Then I saw it. I pointed, “See that dude there with the soldiers, the one who’s not quite standing straight up?”

“Sure.” Murphy glanced perfunctorily. “Unless that’s the brother you never had or something, we should go.”

Shaking my head, I whispered, “Doesn’t that guy look like Sergeant Dalhover?”

“No,” Murphy told me. “It’s not him. Top is like a hundred years old. He’s out in West Texas. That dude down there is thirty, maybe.” Murphy nodded emphatically toward the stairs again. “GTF.”

“I’m not saying it’s him.” I squinted to try and make out the face. “It looks like him is all I’m saying.”

“What you’re saying is never all you’re saying.” Murphy sighed dramatically and shook his head. “You know they have guns, too. This isn’t going to be like shooting Whites. It’s not even going to be like shooting at Jay Booth and his bozos. We’re outgunned.”

I said, “I wonder if maybe that’s Dalhover’s son.”

“Top never said he had a son,” Murphy told me. “Not one word about his family.”

“Still.” The more I looked, the more I convinced myself that the guy down there had to be at least related to Sergeant Dalhover. The resemblance was uncanny.

“Maybe the virus is affecting your vision,” said Murphy, “but that’s not his son. Not unless he takes after his mom because that dude doesn’t look like Top.”

The guy downstairs came to a loud conclusion and pointed. Some of his ragtag band led the four soldiers away.

I looked at Murphy and said, “That may not be his son, but it’s got to be his nephew or something.”

Murphy shook his head. “I hate Null Spot.”
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We trotted down the hall, silence more important than speed. I led the way into a stairwell just outside the House Chamber and looked down the gap between the stairs.

Shit.

I leaned quickly back and whispered to Murphy, “Someone is down at the basement level.”

He leaned close to the edge and listened. He looked at me and shook his head.

I peeked over the rail again and saw a light down near the bottom, moving lower. I continued watching until it disappeared into the long basement hallway that ran the length of the building. “We’re cool now,” I said, turning back to Murphy. “Lots of people around though.”

Murphy looked at me and started to say something that I knew would have been rude but chose not to. Instead, he waved me forward and I led the way down the stairs, staying close to the outer wall to ensure that if by chance some of the ragtag bunch of assholes entered the stairwell, they wouldn’t see my white skin in the moonlight coming in through the windows.

At each landing, I paused for a moment to listen. At each floor, I stopped for a peek up and down the hall before proceeding.

Once at the basement level, I took some extra time in examining the long, dark hallway. I saw no light in the blackness, save the little that came down through the stairwells. I gave Murphy a look to let him know to ready himself. I took off at a run.

It was a nervous hundred yards, as I expected the guy we’d seen with the flashlight to come out of any of the doors ahead at any moment.

He didn’t.

At the corner leading up to the central stairs, I turned a little too hard and slipped on the smooth, waxed floor, landing with a slap of skin and a clatter of metal as my machete bounced and the shotgun barrel hit.

I clenched my teeth and squinched my eyes shut involuntarily, hoping somehow to catch those sounds in the air and drag them back before the wrong ear heard.

I held my breath and listened.

Murphy reached down and grabbed me under the arm, yanking me to my feet, seemingly without slowing down.

While I was still trying to catch my balance, he was already bounding down the stairs, waving for me to follow, and mouthing, “Hurry the fuck up.”

I did.

The stairs coming down from the Capitol’s basement led to the underground annex, where I suspected Baird’s ragtag men had led the soldiers.

Murphy reached a landing and stopped as he peeked around a corner.

I came to a stop with my back to the wall as I looked up the stairs toward the Capitol basement. I listened.

Murphy glanced over at me. He grinned.

He was as much a junkie for the adrenaline as I was.

I smiled back and suppressed a laugh. Whoever had been on the basement level with the flashlight was either confused and looking around in the darkness or frightened and peeking around corners for noisy ghosts.

I whispered, “Are they down there?”

Murphy nodded, “About halfway up the length of the annex. Down on the bottom floor.”

“You wanna follow along on the second floor?” I asked, knowing we could take quick peeks over the rail to see them all below.

“Gotta stay quiet,” Murphy told me before rounding the corner.

Running on our toes to keep the noise down, I pulled away from the wall for a few steps and took a quick glance over the railing. Indeed, the ragtag soldiers were leading the real soldiers down toward the helicopter.

Murphy pulled up to stop at a side hall.

Coming up beside him again, I said, “That’s where those other guys were going to get the White Skins.”

Murphy said, “Maybe they’ve converted some rooms down there into holding pens or a jail or something. Do you remember what’s down there? You’re Mr. Capitol Tourist, right?”

I pointed. “Some big ass conference rooms are past the helicopters.”

“If they’ve got a bunch of Whites stored somewhere, it’ll make sense to put them in one big room,” Murphy said. “Easier to keep them corralled that way.”

“Makes sense.”

Murphy took off again, running silently to the next crossing hallway.

From there, we saw directly out into the round atrium. Plenty of moonlight flowed in, casting us in much more light than I felt comfortable with. I crept back further into the hall’s shadows when I spotted loitering movement below and across the atrium. At least one guard was over there. I knew they had to have someone guarding the helicopters, even though I hadn’t spotted them earlier.

“What do you think?” I asked.

“You know the place,” Murphy conceded. “You’re the Mighty Null Spot.”

“Valiant,” I muttered. “The Valiant Null Spot.” I pointed down the hallway into the darkness. “If we go that way we can loop around. Judging by where the stairwells came up on the plaza, I think there might be some stairs back around there we can use to get down to the bottom level and maybe sneak up on the guards from behind.”

“Behind?” Murphy asked, shaking his head. “It’s not like the guys will know which direction to guard in.” He pointed all around. “There are stairs in every direction.”

“At least we won’t be coming down the main hall,” I told him. “That seems to be the route everybody uses when they come and go.”

“And when we get down there,” he asked, “then what?”

I shrugged. “Do we ever know?” I took off at a run into the darkness.

We found the stairs, just as I’d deduced. We made our way down to the lowest level undetected, crept silently up a short stub of a hallway and I peeked around a corner at a moment of complete luck.

Two guards were standing less than a dozen feet away, looking across the floor of the atrium toward the main Capitol building as they stood between the helicopter and the stacks of crated munitions. Both men had rifles.

I pulled my head back quickly, my nervousness clear on my face. I raised a finger to my lips so Murphy would know to stay quiet, and I raised two fingers more and pointed toward the corner. I motioned Murphy back toward the stairwell that we’d just used to enter the hallway. Once inside, with the door quietly closed behind us, I whispered, “I’ve got an idea.”




Chapter 34

Murphy, never shy about telling me just how bad my ideas were, made every effort to tell me about this one. Unfortunately, he didn’t have a better idea. So I said, “Unless you’ve got something else to say.”

“Yeah,” he answered, “we’re guessing the supposed Dalhover relative is in one of the conference rooms right around the corner.”

“That’s where the guards are,” I told him. It made perfect sense to me.

Murphy glanced up through the stairwell. “Guys were up there too. Were they guarding people hiding in the bushes?”

“Yes,” I told him, pretending complete seriousness with the lie.

“Whatever.” Murphy shook his head and looked around. “Fine. But one more thing.”

“Yeah?” I asked.

“We’re gonna run over there and bust those soldiers out because you think one of them kinda looks like Dalhover’s son.” Murphy rolled his eyes at that one. “The thing that gets me is this—you don’t know if these hillbillies around here are the good guys or the bad guys. And you don’t know if the soldiers are the good guys or the bad guys.”

“The good guys or the bad guys?” I interrupted. “This isn’t a cowboy movie.”

“People that want to kill you or not,” Murphy explained.

I understood that perfectly clear.

“What if they all want to kill us?” Murphy asked. “And they all might. You know that’s true, right?”

I nodded. I couldn’t argue. In fact, I more than half expected it. Still, I felt loyalty to Dalhover and if there was a chance the soldier was his son, though I felt pretty damn sure it was, then I had to get him out of a jam. If he wanted to kill me, well, he’d have to do that some other time. I said, “We’ll bust ‘em out, and if you don’t get a warm fuzzy, we’ll go our separate ways once we’re over the wall.”

“Warm fuzzy or not,” said Murphy, “you know as well as I do—matter of fact, you keep preaching it to me—us and normals don’t mix. It only takes time. Before long, things go to shit.”

I nodded. True enough. “We’ll bust ‘em out. Then we’ll split up.”

With all of Murphy’s objections tabled for the moment, I explained the plan. It was simple. They all were. Well, maybe not all of them. The ones that had a chance of working were. In complicated plans, things always went wrong.




Chapter 35

From inside the stairwell, I yanked the door handle once to loudly rattle it against its frame before pulling it open. A little louder than natural, I said, “I hear what you’re saying. I just don’t see why he always picks on us.”

“It’s because you won’t stop talking all the time,” Murphy said, playing his part in the charade.

We were already a few steps into the dark hall.

“If he doesn’t like me,” I argued, “why doesn’t he man up and tell me. That’s all I’m saying.”

One of the guards that had been in front of the two conference rooms leaned around the corner for a quick peek into the hall. Seemingly satisfied, he didn’t linger.

In the dark, it was hard to see that Murphy and I wore lighter skin than normal.

“Maybe you’re not listening when he talks to you.” Murphy looked at me with a question on his face.

I nodded. It seemed to be working.

“What if—”

A desperate cry echoed from up the hall.

Murphy and I both froze.

The cry came again.

Shit.

It was Don.

“What’s that?” I asked Murphy as I hurried to get to the corner.

“Um,” Murphy said, “I don’t know. A cat?”

Don hollered again, trying to get someone to come and help.

I rounded the corner and saw the two guards. They’d taken some steps in the direction of Don’s yelling, but they were waiting, hands on weapons, deciding what to do. One of them glanced at me.

“What’s going on?” I asked as he turned to look back up the hall. Then I saw him tense as he turned quickly back to me.

It was only a few long strides to reach him. Just as his mouth opened to say something, I lunged.

Words came out, but I hit him with a shoulder in his midsection and drove the air out of his lungs with a loud ‘oomph.’

We collided with the other guard, and all three of us went down in a tumble of arms and legs.

They cursed. They punched, elbowed, and kicked.

I absorbed the blows and tried my best simply to keep them entangled on the ground.

A moment later one froze and then the other did too.

I saw the barrel of Murphy’s M4, held in just one of his hands, pressed to a guard’s face. In his other hand, his pistol was pressed against the other guy’s cheek. Nodding, Murphy said, “Yeah, you figured it out. Now stay that way. If either of you moves, BAM! You got me?”

Don wailed again from down the hall.

I disentangled myself, taking the guards’ weapons and sliding them across the floor before I stood up.

“Somebody help me,” Don called.

I glanced up at Murphy.

He looked disappointed. It had been my choice to leave Don alive. I wondered if I would be able to afford the cost of that kindness. I told Murphy, “Don’t say anything.”

One of the guards started to plead, but a hard glare from Murphy shut him up.

Running footsteps echoed up the long corridor.

Murphy said, “Let’s get this show on the road.”

“You got these guys?” I asked, pointing at the prone guards.

Murphy nodded.

I bounded over to one of the conference room doors, hoping I was right. I yanked it hard. It didn’t open. I glanced back at Murphy. “Locked.”

Murphy pushed his M4 against the guard’s head so hard that the man’s head made an audible thunk when it hit the floor. “Keys now, motherfucker.”

I guess the guy understood Murphy’s tone of voice as well as I did. There would be no second request. The guard wasted not a second in digging into his pocket, retrieving the keys, and sliding them across the smooth floor toward me.

Murphy shot me a quick grin before turning his angry glare back at the two prone guards.

I picked up the key ring. Four keys. Argh. “Which one?” I asked.

Murphy pressed his barrel harder against the guy’s head.

“The brass one,” he answered. “The Schlage.”

I looked down at the keys. Two were brass. Only one had the brand name written on the side. It was a Schlage.

Murphy said, “They’re coming.”

I unlocked the door and swung it halfway open when the smell hit me with a mix of outhouse and body odor. The conference room with seating for maybe a hundred was full of Whites. “Shit.” I pushed the door closed and jammed the key back in the lock. “Wait,” I said aloud.

“Wait what?” Murphy asked.

“Whites,” I told him.

I ran over to the doors for the other conference room.

“Good ones or bad ones?” Murphy asked me.

I looked over at Murphy. “What?”

Murphy wasn’t asking me, he was asking the guys on the floor.

“Good?” the compliant guy answered.

“In here?” I asked as I put the key into the lock on the other door.

“Guys,” he said. “Aggies.”

“What?” Murphy asked.

The compliant guys stammered through an explanation as I opened the second door. I looked back at Murphy, “They’re here.”

“C’mon, c’mon,” I hollered into the room as I waved.

The four soldiers inside the room jumped out of their chairs and ran toward the open door. I let go of it as I stepped away.

Glancing past the helicopter and up to the second level, Murphy said, “They’re up there. Things are going to get exciting pretty quick here.”

“You two,” I said to the disarmed guards on the floor. “In there.” I pointed at the room the soldiers were coming out of.

“Now,” Murphy growled.

The two guys on the ground quickly got up and hurried into the room, pushing past the four soldiers.

I looked at the one I figured to be Dalhover’s son and said, “Dalhover?”

He looked at me, completely confused. “What?”

“Your name,” I explained, though I already knew I’d screwed up. He would have known the name if it had been his.

“Fritz,” he said. “I’m Parker Fritz.”

“Told you.” Murphy laughed.

I handed Fritz the keys. “Lock those guards up.” I pointed at the weapons on the floor as I glanced at the others. “Get those. We’re busting you out.”

Two of the soldiers jumped to grab the weapons. The third simply stared at me. He said, “You’re normal?”

“Get a gun, dumbass.” I pointed at the two rifles and two pistols being picked up by the others. “Everybody gets one.”

Fritz turned back to me, handing me the keys.

I didn’t want them. I pointed to the other door and said, “Unlock that one and prop it open. Careful. It’s full of Whites.”

“Whites?” Fritz asked. “You mean infected.” He was already putting the key into the lock.

“Yep,” I told him. “I think they’re the docile ones.” I looked up the hall. “If not, well, run like a motherfucker because things will get real interesting real fast. Know what I mean?”

One of the soldiers with a rifle asked, “What next? Which way?”
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“Hey you.”

I looked down the hall. Two guys were leaning over the railing on the second floor, looking at us.

“Oh fuck it.” I swung my shotgun in their general direction. They were way out of range, but if they were only half as far, I’d have had no chance of hitting them anyway. I pumped out three blasts. I looked over at Murphy while pointing at the helicopter. “You wouldn’t know how to fly that, would you?”

“You watched too many movies, dumbass.” Murphy laughed as he started toward the stairs we’d used to sneak up on the guards.

The escaping soldiers were following Murphy. Fritz had the door open and two of the infected were already coming out—not urgent, not chasing, just curious. I almost wished for the crazed ones. A hundred of them loose inside the Capitol would aid greatly in our escape.

I rounded the corner, running first at full speed then starting to slow. Murphy was in the doorway of the stairwell, looking up. The three soldiers were slowing down as they neared.

In the time it took for me to cover the distance, Murphy stepped out of the doorway, pushing it closed. “They’re coming down.”

I looked up at the ceiling, getting my bearings and thinking the only way the other guys could be coming down already was if they were at the top of the stairs when I fired the shotgun. I recalled the smokers we’d seen on the plaza. Damn crappy luck. They must have been outside the top of that very stairwell.

More voices bellowed from down the long corridor leading to the Capitol. Orders were being shouted. Men were coordinating an assault. Reinforcements were coming. Things were going to go from exciting to dire pretty quickly.

Fritz ran up beside me and pointed at two metal doors on a wall that I’d assumed contained a janitor’s closet. “Through there,” he said.

Two of the soldiers ran at the doors and slammed them hard. They didn’t budge. As they stepped back, I saw immediately that the two doors had been spot-welded down the abutment. Shit.

I stopped, turned, looked up the hall, took a long, slow breath and thought through the situation. I turned to Fritz, “Where does that hall lead?”

He pointed. The building next door. He pointed toward other corners of the underground complex. “Corridors connect to all of the neighboring government buildings.”

“This one’s welded,” said Murphy, I guess in case anyone hadn’t noticed yet.

“How many grenades you got left?” I asked.

“Four.” Murphy was already pulling one off.

“Find cover,” Fritz ordered his guys.

I turned and followed Fritz’s soldiers down a side hall. A second later, Murphy came running around the corner and stuffed himself into an alcove in which most of us were already huddled.

The grenade exploded with a bang, near deafening in the confined space.

For a moment after the blast, all was quiet. Feet stopped running. Voices stopped shouting. Or maybe my ears were stunned into a temporary deafness.

“Let’s go,” Fritz shouted.

I guess I still could hear.

Fritz ran up the hall. His guys took off after him. Murphy looked at me for a second with a question on his face. I thought we were in charge? He ran, and so did I.

Rounding the corner just ahead of me, one of the soldiers lurched sideways. I heard gunshots and saw blood splatter from his skull in one simultaneous instant of horror.

I shouted, “Motherfucker,” but didn’t slow, jumping over the dying man as I ran.

The two metal doors, welded shut a moment before, now swung open, a little cockeyed, but open nevertheless. Dust filled the hall and made each of us cough as we entered the cloud. Murphy ran between the doors and Fritz pushed him to the side as I followed. I raised a fist to pummel Fritz for what I at first thought was an attack, but I heard him yell at Murphy, “Give me a grenade.”

Murphy ducked behind one of the metal doors. I pushed through the gap and pressed myself against the other side of the hall, taking advantage of the door’s thick steel.

Guns were blasting. Bullets were pinging against metal and ricocheting off the concrete.

Murphy gave Fritz a grenade.

Fritz pointed up the hall to where two of his men were kneeling, aiming their rifles back down our way. He said, “Go. I’ll give these guys something to think about.”

Murphy looked at me as if for permission. I waved him to go.

Fritz got behind one of the bent doors and pushed. I copied him with my door.

When a gap of about a foot remained, the bent doors stuck. Fritz cursed.

Gunshots rang through the hall, pinging all over the doors. Fritz threw himself against the wall.

“Dude,” I shouted, “what are you trying to do?”

He held up the grenade, pin out, spoon depressed. “Close the doors, so I can wedge this thing in the gap.”

Shaking my head, I said, “Fuck that.” I bounded over to his side of the wide hall, grabbed the grenade, and spun around as I tossed it with all my might through the gap. I turned back around and shouted, “Run!”

Murphy, crouching by the kneeling soldiers, took off to get further up the hall. He’d been around me enough to know that ‘run’ meant run like a motherfucker.

Fritz hollered, “Run.”

The two soldiers got up and took off as we passed them.

Fritz slowed to look back.

“Don’t,” I told him. “I was aiming for that helicopter.”

“Oh—”

The grenade blew.

Another explosion followed.

A massive blast rocked the whole complex and sent us sprawling on the smooth floor.

I was already clambering to my feet as I skidded.

The others weren’t far behind.

Some kind of ordnance started firing off, sounding like a loud string of firecrackers.

We reached the far doors maybe a few hundred yards distant from the pair we’d blown open. Thankfully, they were not welded, and we pushed through as another powerful explosion sent a shock wave down the hall to knock us off our feet.

“Holy fuck,” I shouted as I mounted some stairs. I had no idea where I was going. Like anybody with things blowing up behind them, I didn’t care. I only wanted to get away.

At the top of the stairs, I pushed through another door and came out into a glass-walled lobby. Out across a street strewn with rotting corpses stood the Capitol complex’s ramshackle metal wall. We were on the outside.

Inside the wall, roiling up into the sky was a massive ball of red fire and black smoke. The Capitol, the wall, the surrounding buildings glowed in its illumination.

So fixated was I on the immensity of the explosions, I didn’t realize the others had stopped beside me.

“Thanks,” Fritz told me through his panting.

I looked at him, thinking at first he was being sarcastic because one of his men had taken a bullet through the skull. I started to say something harsh in return until I realized I was being the ass. Fritz was sincere. I said, “Sorry about your guy.”

The other guys said a few quick thank-yous.

“Where to next?” Fritz asked.

I pointed up a street going west. “We have a car that way maybe half a mile.” Even as I said it, Whites were coming out of buildings, walking, gawking, and running.

Murphy waved in the direction I’d been pointing. “That escape route is off the list.”

“We need to get away from here,” I said as if anybody needed me to help them with that deduction.

“Pick a direction with no Whites and nothing burning and let’s get moving.” Murphy started to jog across the lobby.

The rest of us followed.
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We burst out of a pair of doors on the northwest corner of the building. 15th Street ran between us and several empty parking lots across the street—empty except for a scattering of Whites moving toward the fire at the Governor’s Mansion, or the noisy, exploding fire burning out of the atrium in the buried office annex.

Murphy raced to the corner of a building to the west with all of us in tow. Way too many of the Whites in the parking lot saw the soldiers with us and immediately understood what was happening. Normals afoot.

“Damn.” I pointed at the Whites changing direction to run at us. I readied my machete and drew my pistol.

We arrived at a pair of glass doors on the new building. They were locked. Murphy stopped, thinking about the next step. The soldiers looked out at the Whites with their skin illuminated in the red flames. The soldiers raised their weapons, fear in their eyes.

“Murphy,” I shouted, “Put a few shots through the glass. We can’t stay out here.”

Murphy stepped back and fired three rounds sending a spider web of cracks through the glass. He rushed at it, breaking through in a shower of jagged little pieces.

“Let’s go!” Fritz hollered, leading the other two soldiers to follow Murphy.

I went in last and followed the line of the others past a desk in the lobby, past the elevator bank, down a hall and to another door—a metal one with a fire exit sign above.

I hoped the battery on the alarm was dead. I hoped no Whites were outside the door.

Murphy hit the door without slowing much, pressing down the locking mechanism with his weight. We all piled out onto the sidewalk.

A gang of Whites was coming around a corner to our right. Murphy immediately raised his weapon and fired.

Choices about silence weren’t available to us. The infected were too many. Fritz and both of his soldiers shot their weapons.

I raced into the mob, swinging my machete and shooting at any White who got too close.

A path opened up in front of me and I hoped the others fell in behind me. Gunshots echoed off the building’s walls. Explosions poured flames into the sky at the Capitol. Blood splattered in the air and Whites screamed in horror, or glee. It all sounded the same to me.

When the mob thinned, I cut a left turn down an alley, looking for another door. Actually, I was just running in the direction with the fewest Whites.

A huge explosion shook the night behind us. Another fireball billowed up casting more red light and sharp black shadows.

I hacked my way past a few Whites, spotted a fragile-looking wooden door on an old brick building, and bull rushed it, hoping for the best. I hit the screen door first, barely noticing it as the half-rotten wood of the other door behind it shattered—mostly. The bottom quarter held firm, and I tumbled into some restaurant’s kitchen full of rancid, slick oil and rotted bodies.

I got to my feet as the others piled in after me.

I adjusted my night vision goggles on my head to see through the cramped kitchen.

The soldiers behind me were shooting back out the door. That couldn’t last. They’d run out of ammunition soon. All they had was in the magazines loaded in the rifles.

Damn.

I cursed myself for not thinking of that. I cursed them for not thinking to strip the guards of their ammo when they picked up the weapons.

I ran out of the kitchen through a swinging door, past a waitress station, and into a jungle-gym mess of upturned chairs and tables. I kicked and shoved at the furnishings. I climbed over more as I made my way toward the door.

Behind me, the shooting stopped. I turned to see the two soldiers come out of the kitchen, followed by Fritz. A pause later, I called, “Where’s Murphy?”

“He’s coming,” said Fritz as he worked his way through the jumble.

I made my way to the front door, which had already been busted open by looters, vandals, or maybe just Whites. I turned and waited.

Shit. Where’s Murphy?

Just as I took my first step to go back, Murphy burst out of the kitchen, breathing hard with a big grin on his face.

Goddamn, that motherfucker can smile through anything.

Before Murphy had taken more than a few steps into the morass of dining room furniture, two Whites fought with each other as they tried to squeeze themselves simultaneously through the kitchen’s swinging door. I raised my pistol and shot—once, twice, again, and again—until I finally got lucky enough to hit both.

Murphy looked back. “Glad you can hit something.” He raced out into the street to follow the others. I chased on his heels.

Fritz was across the street already, trying to kick in a locked door. The two soldiers were nearly over to him.

A horde of Whites several hundred strong was running and screaming down the street from our right. Helicopter blades reverberated in the sky above.

I looked up as I ran. What the hell?
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The helicopter passed overhead and arced off to the left. Another helicopter hovered a few blocks away.

The door Fritz had been working on broke open.

Screw the helicopters.

I turned to run full-speed across the street and through the door.

Shit. Shit. Shit.

More Whites.

They were elbowing and kicking one another as they pushed themselves to get out through the door Fritz had just broken down. The room on the other side of the door had to have been full of them.

I stumbled trying to stop myself.

One of the soldiers was down, screaming and fighting, several Whites were on him with jaws snapping.

Fritz emptied his pistol into the Whites attacking his man. The other guy unloaded at those coming out the door.

Murphy was already there beside them, taking aim up the street.

The Whites on the soldier were dead or twitching by the time I dropped to a knee beside Fritz as he tried to staunch a pulsing gush of blood coming from the wide-eyed soldier’s neck.

“We gotta go,” Murphy hollered. He emptied a magazine and quickly pushed a new one into his rifle.

“I’m out,” the other soldier said, panicking.

“Take my shotgun,” I told him, handing it over.

Looking down at the bleeding man by our knees, Fritz shouted, “He’s dead.”

He wasn’t dead, but he was bleeding so profusely, it was clear he was going to die. I stood up, looking away. We were going to abandon the guy. It was necessary, the only thing to do. Trying to drag him off so he could bleed out a block or two up the road would almost certainly get more of us killed. But goddamn, it felt so wrong.

The soon-to-be-dead soldier reached out and grabbed my ankle.

Shit.

I looked up at the coming horde. Time was almost gone. I looked down at the guy as he mouthed something.

Fritz was on his feet. Murphy passed his pistol over to Fritz. We were all armed again with loaded weapons—for the moment anyway.

I dropped to a knee again and leaned in close to the soldier, now hoping he’d just die and make it easy on all of us. Still, it felt like a shitty thing.

He mouthed again. I couldn’t make out his words over all the noise. I leaned close.

“We’ve got to move,” Fritz shouted, stepping away.

Murphy kicked me. “C’mon dude.”

“Grenade,” said the guy. His mouth silently said it again.

He wanted a grenade.

I looked up at Murphy. He still had several.

“Murphy, gimme a grenade,” I hollered. “Right now.”

Without pause, Murphy yanked one off his MOLLE vest and dropped it down to me.

I pulled the pin. Guessing the dying soldier’s thoughts, I pressed the grenade into his hands.

He held it tight in a grip we both knew wasn’t going to last. He tried to smile through the blood in his mouth and the fear in his eyes. He didn’t want to die.

Who the fuck did?

“Thank you,” I told him as I jumped to my feet. I looked at the others as I started to move. “Run!”

We raced up the length of a short block. The grenade exploded behind us and I turned to see. The horde had reached the soldier, at least a dozen were lying in the street around him, now writhing and screaming with pain instead of bloodlust.

“That way,” Murphy shouted and led us all onto a side street.

For the moment, I saw no Whites.

Murphy took another turn into an alley behind a sprawling bank with a half dozen drive-thru teller lanes. Two Whites loitered in the middle of the alley, looking around like they couldn’t figure out what all the commotion was—like they couldn’t figure out what they should be doing about it.

Murphy shot them both down.

Thank God for the suppressor on his M4.

He pulled up to a stop beside a dumpster that was pushed up against the bank’s back wall and looked up.

With no Whites in view for the moment, it only took another half-second for everyone to guess what Murphy was thinking. We clambered onto the dumpster. I was last up. Still safe. Murphy was already helping Fritz onto the roof.

“C’mon.” Murphy looked at me.

He cupped his hand into a stirrup. I stepped in and he lifted as I jumped. Just like that, I was halfway on the roof and scrambling to get myself all the way over the edge.

As soon as I fell over the parapet and hit the gravel roof, the other soldier came climbing over. Fritz was already leaning back over, reaching down. I jumped up beside him and reached for Murphy. He grabbed our hands and climbed up, rolling over the wall and coming down in a tumble of elbows, knees, and bruises.

“Holy crap, that was intense.” Murphy got up on his knees, his eyes as wide as his smile.

I peeked over the low wall that surrounded the roof. Whites were already back in the alley. More were up the street. I couldn’t see the road out in front of the bank, not without standing and risking being seen from below. I said, “I think we’re safe for the moment.”

From our vantage point, we could see one, then the other helicopter angling toward the place a few blocks away where the soldier had detonated the grenade to buy us some time. I looked that way and put thoughts of the dead soldier out of my mind. One more death on a long, long list. At least his was over in one painless instant.

On his knees beside me and looking up at the sky, Murphy said, “We can’t stay here.” He pointed up at the helicopters. “I don’t know if those assholes are looking for us or just hunting Whites, but if they happen to see us on the roof, things will go to shit in a hurry for us.”

I looked around and said, “I sure wouldn’t want things to go to shit for us.” I put a smile on my face to support the joke, but it wouldn’t stay.

Fritz pointed up at the helicopters. “They are looking for us.”
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Murphy said, “I guess we missed some things when we were vacationing at the lake house.”

A helicopter passed on the other side of the building next door. We scampered to hide ourselves on the opposite side of a large air conditioning unit.

Pointing at the helicopter and looking at Fritz I asked, “Who are these guys and why do they want you so bad?”

“Who’s Dalhover?” Fritz asked, drilling me with his eyes.

“Hey, Interrogation Boy,” I said to him, letting some of my tension turn to anger, “Don’t cop that ‘tude with me. You can jump your bad little ass back off the edge of the roof and fend for your fucking self.”

Fritz’s expression didn’t change.

“Be cool,” Murphy told us.

Fritz’s soldier put a hand on my back and said, “Thanks for getting us out of there, man.” He leaned the shotgun on his knee and put his other hand out to shake mine. “It might not seem like it, but we really appreciate it.”

I nodded noncommittally. “Sorry about your guys.”

He shook his head. “We take the risk every time we go out.” He looked back to Fritz.

Fritz looked at his soldier then back at me. He said, “We do appreciate what you did. I don’t know why you did it, that’s all.”

A band of howling Whites ran past the bank, heading for the fires at the Capitol.

I looked Fritz up and down. “I thought you were somebody else.”

Murphy laughed and said, “I told you, man.”

“Who is this Dalhover guy?” Fritz asked.

“I didn’t think you were him,” I said. “I thought maybe you were his son or something. I’ll be damned if you don’t look like a younger version of him.”

“He’s a friend of yours?” Fritz asked.

I nodded and looked out at the circling helicopters. “They’ve figured out were not over there and they’re starting to look around.” I looked back at Fritz. “If they really do have a hard-on for you guys, we need to get off this roof.”

Diesel engines rumbled out of the distance and I half stood up to see out into the street in front of the bank. Three armored Humvees were speeding past, heading toward the spot where we’d lost the last soldier with the grenade. I looked back at Fritz. “Jesus, did we just piss off the whole army?”

Fritz shrugged. “We should get going.”

It seemed like every White in the city was coming out into the streets.

We all went to the edge of the roof where we’d come up. I leaned over and looked up and down the alley. Three Whites were trotting in our direction. I nodded at them. Murphy took the cue and laid his rifle across the parapet and aimed.

“Don’t,” said Fritz.

“I’ve got a suppressor.” Murphy motioned toward the device attached to the end of his rifle barrel.

“It’s not the noise,” said Fritz as he looked up into the sky. “There aren’t any lights down here except for the fire at the Capitol. Muzzle flashes might reveal our location.”

“Shit,” Murphy admitted, “You’re right.”

I holstered my pistol, put a hand up on the top edge of the short wall, and jumped down onto the dumpster, machete ready.

When my feet banged the dumpster lid, the three Whites found a purpose for their lives and sprinted toward me.

Fritz warned me with a grunt and half a syllable.

“I got this,” I told him.

Murphy started his climb off the bank’s roof.

The first of the infected leapt at the dumpster from a few paces away. He landed halfway on the lid and I hacked down across his neck just as he grabbed at my leg. His grip went slack and he slid off as the other two reached the dumpster, grasping and screaming in voices that shrank. I think the sight of me frightened or confused something in their slow brains.

While they were trying to figure out whether or not I was a White like them, I hacked the hand off a female and chopped the other White across the face. That one fell, but the female kept after me with renewed conviction. I finished her with a blow on the side of her head that opened her skull and sent a spray of blood and brain matter onto the tan brick on the side of the bank.

I looked up at Fritz and the other soldier as if they needed instruction. “Let’s go.”

A moment later we were jogging down the alley, staying close to the walls and taking advantage of the big dumpsters and trashcans to keep us out of view from anything passing by on the street.

We managed five or six blocks without incident, staying quiet while putting some distance between ourselves and the last place the helicopter assholes thought we were. The farther we got from the Capitol and the more the fires burned down, the less red and yellow light illuminated the streets. The sound of gunfire and explosions from back at the Capitol steadily increased, giving us some cover for any noise that we were making. The sound also drew in every infected from around the center of the city.

The battle for the Capitol building was underway.

Six or seven helicopters were in the air by then, shooting down at the Whites. Armored Humvees and armored personnel carriers rumbled through the streets, back and forth, going to no destination that we could determine, shooting everything that moved. Maybe they were just out hunting Whites.

Murphy led us into a building that had apparently taken a beating during the initial breakout. Most of the glass on the first floor was broken out. Burned-out cars were parked bumper-to-bumper on the surrounding sidewalk, creating an ineffective wall. In the lobby, the remains of hundreds of dead lay on the floor. Splattered, dried blood stained the walls.

Outside of a door that had been torn off the hinges, we waited by a stairwell.

How the hell did that happen, I wondered? The door was steel and heavy.

Murphy quietly walked into the stairwell, listened and scanned up and down between the flights to see what he could see. He shook his head to let us know the place appeared to be empty. He motioned us all to come in close. He whispered, “I think we need to find a place to hole up for the night.”

Fritz looked over the burned-out cars and asked, “Do you think we’re too close to the Capitol?”

Murphy shrugged. “How far is far enough? Can they search the whole city for you two?”

“No,” said Fritz. “They don’t have that many guys. Besides, they need to defend the Capitol.”

I said, “It’s dangerous out on the streets.” Sure, it was obvious. We all knew it, but it needed to be said.

We looked around at each other and came to a silent consensus.

Murphy led us up the stairs.




Chapter 40

Standing in what used to be somebody’s living room up on the eighth floor, looking through a set of tall windows on the exterior wall, I saw the Capitol in the distance between two other tall buildings. I said, “I think they’re giving up.”

Murphy was in the kitchen rummaging through cabinets and pulling empty containers out of the pantry. “Be nice if they’d left us some food,” he said.

I took a quick glance around the apartment. It was orderly, for the most part. No one had fought for their lives within the apartment walls. No human remains were scattered on the carpet, leaving the stink of decay in every permeable fabric and cushion. That was our primary reason for selecting it among the other apartments we’d peeked into on the eighth floor. It was the first one where the owner appeared to have bugged out of town. His body was probably on some other street, or his bones were being gnawed on by rats as they lay in the wreckage of some car.

Fritz came over to the window to look at the Capitol in the distance. “You said you had a car close by, right?”

Shaking my head as I pointed off toward the northwest, I said. “Way up over there.” I looked around at the dark streets far below. “I didn’t realize we ran so far. I think that’s 6th Street down there.”

Behind me, the soldier with my shotgun laid it on the coffee table, sat down and started monkeying around with it. Cleaning or disassembling—I wasn’t sure what he was up to. I said, “Don’t get too attached to that. I’m keeping it when we go our separate ways.”

He looked offended, stood up, and reached the shotgun toward me. I waved it away. “You keep it for now.”

Murphy leaned on a kitchen counter. “I’m gonna check some of the other apartments on this floor and see what I can find.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I told him.

“We don’t have much water,” he argued, “and we didn’t bring any food with us.”

The guy with my shotgun said, “I’ll go with you.”

I turned around, looked at Murphy and said, “Don’t leave this floor, okay?”

“Yes, dad.” Murphy headed for the front door with the other soldier following behind.

I rolled my eyes and looked at Fritz. “What’s your deal?” I pointed at the Capitol building, still glowing in the light of the fires burning around it. “What’s with these guys? Are they the army or what?”

Fritz leaned against the glass and crossed his arms. He looked at me, started to say something, then stopped. He was perplexed.

“What?” I asked.

He took a moment. “Your skin.”

I looked down at the scars on my arms, bites that had healed. “What about it?” I asked, trying to decide whether to feel proud or self-conscious.

“You look like them,” he said.

I looked down toward the street. “The infected?” Of course, the infected.

Fritz nodded.

“You say that like you haven’t seen this before.”

He shook his head. “I have. In the infected. Not in somebody like you. You seem normal.”

“That’s because I am,” I told him.

He leaned close to see my eyes. “And your pupils, they stay dilated? Just like the others?

Not comfortable having Fritz so close, I leaned back. “Yeah. And my temperature runs a little hot. What of it?”

Shaking his head, Fritz said, “I haven’t seen one like you, that’s all.”

“We’re everywhere.” I waved a hand toward the city.

“I haven’t seen one,” he said.

“I guess you live in a different neighborhood,” I told him. “I’ve run into a few.”

“Like you?” Fritz asked. “You clearly caught the virus. You recovered and now you’re normal. Mostly.”

I started to say yes. There had been Russell and Nico. The guy and the girl in that house up by the lake. Jerome. Jerome the Liar as Murphy would have called him. Crazy Mark. All those insane Smart Ones. Shaking my head, I said, “A few. Me and Murphy have come across a whole variety of infected. I guess some are like me.”

“Here in Austin?” Fritz asked.

That seemed like an odd question. “Of course. Where have you been through all of this?” I asked. “Here?”

Fritz shook his head. He pointed east. “Back by Houston.”

“How are things in Houston?” I asked, digressing, though not intending to.

“A mess,” said Fritz. “Like here. What isn’t burned is overrun with infected. Most of it burned, though, before the floods.”

“I think most of East Austin burned too,” I said, as I craned my neck to look toward that part of town. I couldn’t see anything but darkness and dimly lit silhouettes of buildings.

Looking vaguely east, Fritz said, “We saw that when we were coming into town.”

“From out east near Houston?” I said, to emphasize the ambiguity Fritz had left me with. He hadn’t said exactly where he was from. “How long have you been here?”

“A couple of days,” he answered.

“And there aren’t any like me in this unnamed town you lived in?”

“Not a one,” said Fritz. “They’re either White and totally crazy like most of ‘em or they’re like the dudes with the helicopters—Survivors, but whacked.”

“Whacked?” I asked.

“Not quite all there in the head,” said Fritz. “Most of them are kind of normal, but not really. It’s like some of their brain wiring short-circuited. They tend to behave irrationally, impulsively, too often violently.”

I laughed at a thought and said, “Zombie-lite?”

Fritz smiled. “You could put it that way.”

Something made a low, pounding sound. Both Fritz and I stopped talking and looked toward our open apartment door.

The sound pounded again, somewhere out in the hall.

On the third pound, a door crashed open.

We were already moving toward the door when an infected voice howled, lone and sad, hungry and vicious.

Somebody cursed.

More infected wails joined in a chorus of rabid need. Bodies stumbled over furnishings and bumped walls.

More cursing.

I was running by then and I rounded the corner coming out the door. I saw Murphy down the hall. He was on his back on the floor with a foot wedged in some broken section of the door he’d just kicked in. The soldier with him had one hand on Murphy’s foot, trying to wrench it free. The other hand held the shotgun out to the side, useless.

An infected hand reached out of the doorway and grabbed at the soldier’s sleeve. The soldier jumped away, half dragging a skinny infected guy out through the door.

“Shoot ‘em!” I yelled as I sprinted toward the end of the hall.

Fritz ran along behind me.

Murphy stopped trying to wrestle his leg free and pulled his rifle around to shoot. I saw a flash from the end of his gun as the infected started to push through the door.

The soldier was struggling to wrest his arm free. He was no help to Murphy now. He had his own life to save.

I screamed some angry sound, so loud that the Whites coming through the door ceased what they were doing for half a moment and looked to see what was barreling up the hall toward them.

My machete was out, and I had a pistol in hand. I didn’t dare shoot as I ran. I had not a hope of hitting—

I realized it didn’t matter if I hit anything.

I shot twice into the ceiling, freezing all of those Whites in place—wide-eyed, and hungry.

The noise was the important thing at that moment.

I fired again and their attention turned away from Murphy and fell on me, the dumbass noisy human with a gun. At least that’s how their simple brains worked. Gunshots necessarily meant normal people. Normal people were food.

I knew they’d figure out quickly enough that Fritz’s comrade was the tastiest and closest of the human morsels in the hall, but that didn’t matter. That deduction would take their slow brains a few seconds to process. By then—

And I was there, in machete range, hacking through the forearm of the infected waif grasping the soldier’s sleeve. The waif howled a new kind of scream, not so much pain—well maybe something like that—but lots of frustration.

I kicked him in the face and sent him into a daze as I hacked an enormous woman through the neck.

The soldier had the shotgun up by then and told me to move.

I stepped out of the doorway and the shotgun blasted three rapid rounds.

Murphy took advantage of the diversion to yank his leg free, got his feet under him, and pointed his M4 into the doorway as the soldier fired a few more rounds.

Seeing that Murphy was ready to shoot, I raised a hand to stop the soldier from firing any more.

Murphy went to work killing the last of the Whites climbing over the dead in the apartment’s entryway.

I was already running toward the nearest of the building’s central stairwells.

Fritz was behind me, keeping up, asking, “Where are we going?”

I pointed at the stairwell door. “I need to know if anybody is on the way.”

“Gotcha.” He knew I meant the infected.

We reached the door and I pulled up to a stop in front of it and pointed down to the far end of the hall. “You check that one.”

I opened the door a little, peeked onto the landing, saw it was empty and stepped inside, keeping quiet feet and listening for noise either up or down.

Shit.

Something was down there, not in the stairwell, but in the building.

“Shit.”

I stepped out of the stairwell.

Run? Take our chances and stay? The infected were coming. I didn’t know how many. I only knew they weren’t at the moment coming up the stairwell I’d just stepped halfway out of.

Looking back up the hall, it was apparent that Murphy and the other soldier were done. “Hey,” I hollered while trying really hard to limit just how loud.

Murphy and the soldier both looked at me. I pointed up at the exit sign above my head and told them, “Check the stairs down there.”

With a quick nod, the soldier took off at a run.

Murphy came my way.

I turned to check Fritz’s status. He’d just arrived at his stairwell.

I had a second to think, and all my deductions came down to one simple thing. Our anonymity was lost. Whites were coming. It was time to get the fuck out of Dodge.

Fritz opened his door by maybe a few inches before he pushed it closed and turned to run back my way.

The fearful look on his face sealed it.

“They’re coming,” he hollered as he ran up the hall.

“Whites?” Murphy asked as he came to a stop beside me. “Or assholes?”

“I…” I smiled and almost laughed. “I guess it could have been the helicopter assholes.” I looked past him. The other soldier was standing with the door open, trying to indicate that the stairwell was clear. I asked, “What do you think, bud, this one or that one?”

Murphy looked over his shoulder, looked down at Fritz, and glanced at the stairwell door I was holding open. He thumbed up the hall, away from Fritz.

Good with me.

I turned, waved at Fritz and said, “Your guy is clear. Let’s go.”

We ran.
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We bounded down the stairs so fast we all earned bruises hitting the walls at the switchbacks at the bottom of each flight. None of us broke a bone or sprained an ankle, real risks at our reckless speed, but risks that needed to be taken. We knew the infected were on the way up to the floor we’d just left, if they guessed the right one once they finished climbing their stairs. We didn’t know how many Whites were in the building on the lower floors. That made the stairwell a potential deathtrap, and the only way we could mitigate the risk of being inside was to minimize the time we spent in there.

We were all gasping for air when we hit the bottom.

We stopped, stood in the near blackness, and listened. Howls echoed in the building, but none yet in the stairway above. The Whites were running and they were searching. The shotgun blasts told them meat was on the table. They were manic to find it. It was only a matter of short moments before they entered the stairwell above.

Murphy put a hand on the door to exit the building, looked at us and said, “I’ll peek out. If it’s clear, we’ll go. If not…”

If not?

I wasn’t sure we had any choice in the matter. Going back up to hide in one of the apartments wasn’t likely to end well. In fact, it was certain to end badly with the infected already scouring the building. Shooting our way out was a double-shit hemorrhoid of a plan, but we’d been doing it all night. We could only hope the odds weren’t going to catch up with us.

The door creaked on its hinges. Murphy looked through his night vision goggles into the shadowy night.

He pushed the door open a little wider and stuck his head out.

Above us, maybe three or four floors, a door slammed open against the wall and infected screams filled the stairwell. Fritz and his soldier pushed—whether they meant to or whether it was an innate reaction on frayed nerves, I didn’t know. Murphy tumbled forward, pushing the door wide open and muttering curses as he tried to keep his footing.

We were committed.

I followed them out. Being last, I closed the door as silently as I could, not wanting to alert the Whites upstairs that they were so close.

“There’s some about a block that way,” Murphy pointed.

I looked to my right. A scattering of Whites was down there, not yet paying us any attention. I looked left. Some were that way too. Every infected bastard in the city was awake. Why didn’t they just run toward the Capitol instead of loitering around to fuck with us?

Maybe it was the smoke filling the streets in a haze that turned everything a shade of gray in the darkness.

That could work to our advantage.

“C’mon.” Murphy waved to us to follow and took off at a jog onto the street between a tall pickup and an overturned delivery truck. He paused at the rear of the pickup to look left and right before hurrying forward.

We were running, crossing an intersection on the diagonal. All up and down the streets, Whites were out. Most seemed to be loitering with no place in particular to go. The darkness, though, was just as much a hindrance for them as us—well for Fritz and his man anyway. Murphy and I wore the night vision goggles. Unless we talked, made another stupid human noise, or got too close, we were probably safe. Safety is such a relative concept.

Hurry.

Murphy dodged a bus stop bench that had been dragged out into the street, bounded onto the far curb, took another few steps, and hurtled through a shattered plate-glass window on the front of a overly fancy barbecue restaurant on the corner. Fritz made the jump and so did his man.

I was sure I could hop over the short wall through the broken window, but I stopped instead and turned as I crouched, looking up and down, as well as across the street. I paid particular attention to the door on the side of the apartment building that we’d just exited. No raging mob of Whites was pouring out.

Satisfied for the moment that we were in the clear, I climbed through the broken window, careful to put my boot down slowly on the shards of glass, trying to reduce the noisy crunch.

Murphy and the soldier were already across the dining room and through a door that led into the kitchen. Fritz stood in the doorway and silently waved for me to follow.

Getting across the dining room wasn’t quick, but it was difficult to do quietly. It was another mess of chairs, tables, silverware, and broken plates on the floor. Broken plates on the floor. Who the hell serves barbecue on a plate? In Texas, it lays on a sheet of butcher paper with an optional puddle of barbecue sauce. I shook my head and muttered, “Damned Californians.”

Or maybe the owners were just from Dallas.

At the door, Fritz pointed to a narrow, dark staircase. When I got there, I looked up and saw nothing but stairs. I led the way, as I was sure it had to be pitch black to Fritz’s unaided eyes. I whispered, “Grab my shirt and follow.”

Up we went.

At the top of the stairs, a door opened to an office that seemed to take up a good part of the space on the front half of the building. A storeroom and another office occupied the remainder of the space on the back half. The storeroom looked to have been cleaned out. Not even canned goods were left on the shelves although torn boxes and other packaging covered the floor almost knee deep.

I crossed over to a half-open door, the place I guessed Murphy and the other guy had gone. I peeked inside and saw them at the other end, past the messy desks, trying to look out the windows without getting too close. I went over to stand beside them while Fritz silently closed and bolted the door behind us.

Safe.

Kinda.

Down in the street, Whites were running. They were coming from the direction of the apartment building. One of them must have seen the door closing from up there on the stairs, and they chased through it once they got the door open. Now they appeared frustrated as they slowed and glanced around. They’d lost us. As long as they didn’t put their pea brains together and figure out how to organize some kind of systematic search, we were safe.

Murphy chuckled softly. “That was fun.”

“Yeah,” Fritz agreed. He was being sarcastic. He didn’t understand that Murphy wasn’t.

I said, “I’m going to go check the back of the building for a fire escape. Maybe look around quietly for a water heater and see if I can score something to drink.”

“And food?” Murphy said, completely ignoring the ‘quietly’ part.

I said, “The storeroom looked like it had been ransacked already, but I’ll check.”

“I’ll come,” said the other soldier.

“By the way,” I asked, “before we have to run halfway across Austin again, you got a name?”

“Gabriel Billings,” he answered. “Call me Gabe.”

“I’m Zed, that’s Murphy. C’mon.”
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Dinner or breakfast—whatever people on the night shift call the meal they have right before the sun comes up—was a thoroughly dented gallon can of beans we found under the shredded paper products in the storeroom. We washed it down with the remnants of the water from the water heater. It had evaporated down or seeped out so much that the dissolved minerals gave it a taste of crushed aspirins and gritty rust.

It was what we had.

After we ate, we divvied up the day-shift guard duty and Murphy went to sleep on the floor as the sun started to illuminate the sky in the east. Gabe sacked out as well, leaving me and Fritz to keep an eye out for dangers.

“The night vision goggles really help at night, huh?” said Fritz as we watched Whites on the street.

“Yeah,” I said. “It gives us a pretty good advantage.”

“What about the White Skins?” Fritz asked. “Do they still attack you? Do they know the difference?”

I explained to him all the rules I’d learned about Slow Burns and Whites. It turned into a pretty lengthy conversation as he seemed to take as much of an academic interest in the subject as I did. I explained that we’d found an electric car that combined with the darkness allowed us to travel the streets at night, so that Murphy and I were starting down the path to becoming night creatures. We had all the advantages at night and none during the day. It only made sense.

Fritz told me what he knew about White behavior, which as it turned out wasn’t that much. He knew about the suppressors and how much they helped in controlling the infected. It seemed like anybody still alive pretty much knew that. It was almost a prerequisite.

“I know you guys said you rescued me because you thought I was someone else,” Fritz said eventually, “I don’t get why you betrayed your guys because of that. Why didn’t you check to be sure, first?”

“Our guys?” I asked. “What are you talking about?”

“The ones at the Capitol.” Fritz pointed vaguely in the direction of the Capitol building. “The Survivor army. You guys really were with them, weren’t you?”

I laughed. “You think we were with those knuckleheads?”

Fritz nodded. “Why else would you be there?”

I smiled and went back to watching the Whites outside on the street. “Murphy thinks I’m an idiot,” I said. “We were staying up by the lake and saw the helicopters coming and going. I wanted to check them out.” I looked out at the sky. “I guess I thought, maybe hoped sort of, that civilization hadn’t completely broken down. I guess I thought maybe these guys were down here reestablishing order, you know, rebuilding.”

Fritz was perplexed. “Is Murphy that cynical? Does he think you’re an idiot for hoping for that?”

“No,” I shook my head and my smile melted away. “He never really said it, but he thought I was an idiot because every time we hook up with normals—”

“Normals?” Fritz asked. “Immune people?”

“Every time we hook up with them, things go to shit.” I put on a frown and shook my head. “They don’t like us. They think we’re virus-carrying, trouble-making, cannibal monsters.” I turned around, grabbed the edge of one of the desks, and scooted it quietly closer to the windows so I could sit on it and keep an eye out.

“Are you guys with a group of others, then?” Fritz asked. “Others like you?”

I shook my head. “Just me and Murphy.”

“Have you seen lots of others?” he asked.

“Some,” I answered. “Not as many as I’d hoped.” I pointed toward the Capitol. “That bunch of yahoos from last night is the first time I saw more than…” I was reluctant to reveal anything about the people on the island and especially about the ones who drove off to Balmorhea. “They’re by far the biggest group of normals we’ve seen.”

“It’s too bad they aren’t normal,” said Fritz.

“Yeah,” I agreed. “Too bad about that.”

“What about you?” I asked. “You were pretty cagey about where you’re actually from.” I sighed, “I guess that’s the way it is now.” I recalled how I’d been reluctant to tell Nico about the group I was with after he and I had escaped from Nancy and Bubbles. “I guess it makes sense—you know to protect your people.”

“Yeah,” Fritz agreed. He shrugged. He looked around as he thought about it. Finally, he said, “I’m with a bunch from a university back east. You and Murphy should come back with us.”

Shaking my head and smiling, I said, “I think you missed the part about regular folks not taking a shine to people like me and Murphy.”

“We’re not like that there,” said Fritz.

“Everybody’s like that everywhere,” I argued. “Tell me you’re not that naïve, please.”

Shaking his head, Fritz said, “I’m sure we’ve got people back there who won’t want you around, but that’s not what I’m asking exactly. I’m not asking you to come live there.”

I laughed. “Fritz, what are you even talking about, then?”

He said, “You’ve heard of the Corps, right?”

I nodded. In Texas, everybody knew about the Texas A&M Corps of Cadets. It was a student military organization. They dressed up in uniforms, marched a lot, and had nice boots. With Texas A&M being a rival of my alma mater, The University of Texas, I guess a lot more could be said, but the luxury of game-day rivalries was another memory slipping into the oblivion of things turned trivial and forgotten.

Fritz said, “When things were going bad, back at the beginning of the outbreak, the Corps decided it was their duty to protect the professors on campus from the Whites—that’s what you called them, right?”

“Yeah,” I confirmed. “Whites. How’d that protection thing work out?” I tried not to show my certainty that it had failed entirely.

“I’ll tell you what,” said Fritz, “I’ve been around a good part of East Texas since the outbreak started. I’m going to say, compared to that we did pretty good. We quarantined nearly sixty professors in one of the buildings, then set up a perimeter to defend it.”

“Didn’t the Corps guys get sick?” I asked.

Fritz nodded. “Look at me, do I look like I’m a college boy?” He laughed. “I graduated ten years ago. I used to build houses. I had a wife and four kids.”

I didn’t ask about any of them. The answer to those questions was always the same.

“Just like everybody else, the virus nearly annihilated the Corps, at least the students on campus anyway. When they saw the way it was going, they put out the call to alumni. Those of us who could, came. Going there to protect our intellectual heritage seemed like a better thing to die for than staying in my empty house protecting my flat screen TV and my pantry. I went.”

I laughed at that. “Yeah, I guess it was kinda like that in the beginning, wasn’t it?”

“Enough of us showed up who were immune,” said Fritz, “and enough of us survived long enough to learn how to fight the infected. We managed to keep it together. Now we’ve still got the sixty professors holed up in that one building. They haven’t been exposed yet. That’s why they’re all still alive. We’ve got just over a hundred volunteers, half of us from the Corps at one time or another, and we protect the professors.”

“So why are you all the way out here in Austin?” I asked.

“The professors, some of them are doctors and biologists and stuff—don’t ask me the details, I have a Construction Science degree—they’re working on a cure.”

“A cure?” I asked.

“Well, a vaccine,” said Fritz. “If we want to have a chance as a species, we need to find a way to inoculate our children against the virus.”

“Makes sense.” I nodded.

“I volunteered to go out and collect blood samples for their research,” Fritz said.

“Why?” I asked. “Shoot off a gun and they come running. Seems like the samples come to you.”

Shaking his head, Fritz said, “The docs say the virus mutates too fast. That’s why you’re different than the other Whites. We don’t have guys like you back in East Texas. There are too many strains. We need to find a vaccine, or a series of vaccines, that will fight all the strains of the virus.”

“So why do you need me and Murphy to go to A&M, then?”

“Blood,” said Fritz. “We need to get samples of your strain of the virus.”




Chapter 43

I tried to tamp down the derision in my laugh. “You just run around Texas trying to talk brain-fried Whites into taking a ride with you back to College Station?”

“No.” Fritz didn’t seem to pick up on how stupid I thought his endeavor was. “We had a Humvee that we drove—”

“Armored?” I asked. I already knew, though. Everybody who was still driving was in something with that level of protection—that is unless they had a stealthy quiet electric hot rod Mustang they drove around in the dark. Weird how that made me feel like a superior badass. I tried not to smile.

“Yeah,” said Fritz. “I guess you figured that out too?”

I nodded.

“We had a little refrigerator built into the back between the seats,” he said. “One of the engineers back in College Station put it together. As far as the samples, we got those using pretty much any method we needed to use.”

“Not much catch and release, I guess.” I half smiled at my witticism.

“Most times, we’d shoot ‘em and get a sample real quick,” said Fritz. “Through that effort we came to understand that different outcomes meant—”

“Outcomes?” I asked.

“You know,” said Fritz, “The crazy ones. Survivors. People who recovered completely, and now people like you. At first the thinking was that different people responded differently to the virus. I guess that’s true to a degree. I don’t know. The doctors figured out that lots of different strains are out there.”

“Sounds like dangerous work,” I said.

Fritz nodded. “We lose a guy or two nearly every time we go out.”

“Jeez.” That was bad. I asked, “How many times have you been out?”

“Five or six,” said Fritz.

“Not exactly sustainable.”

Fritz shook his head and looked absently out the window. “It’s necessary work. One day, people will want to have kids again. Murdering your kids when they turn white and crazy is the hardest thing a man ever has to do. If we can find a vaccine, it’s worth whatever price we pay.”

I didn’t ask Fritz to expound on that. The sudden blackness in his mood told me all I needed to know. I guessed that he’d been forced to kill his own children when they turned. God, that must have sucked.

We didn’t talk for a bit after that. The sun slowly rose in the sky. Murphy snored. Gabe stirred and woke frequently. When he did sleep, he mumbled and squirmed. Nightmares. It didn’t take Sigmund Freud to guess what those were about.

Finally, I asked, “So what was your beef with the knuckleheads at the Capitol? Why’d they lock you up?”

“We came across them a couple of days ago when we arrived in Austin,” said Fritz. “It was our first trip here. We were out east of town and saw the helicopters.”

“Same with us,” I said.

“We drove right up to the gates,” said Fritz. “We didn’t have any reason to believe they were anything other than a well-organized group of survivors. It wasn’t until they let us in, took our weapons, and locked us up that we knew they were a different kind of survivors—the kind that aren’t quite right in the head.”

I nodded. The guys looked normal enough at a distance. It wasn’t until you were close enough to see their eyes that you knew for sure, and then only when the light was bright. I said, “Me and Murphy were hiding up on the third floor of the rotunda when those guys were yelling at you downstairs. That’s the first time we saw you. What was up with that?”

Fritz half chuckled. “That was Justice Baird doing the yelling.”

I shrugged. The name and title meant little to me besides what I’d heard when Murphy and I were on the second floor of the annex and the talking guards walked by beneath us.

“The way the line of succession works in Texas,” said Fritz, “is if the Governor dies, the job goes to the Lieutenant Governor, then the Speaker of the House, then the Attorney General—”

“The Attorney General? Seems like a weird line of succession to me,” I said, realizing I should have paid more attention during my high school government class.

“It get’s better,” said Fritz. “After the Attorney General comes Chief Justices of the Texas Courts of Appeal, in order by the number of their district.”

I shrugged at the seeming arbitrariness of it. Then again, I guess any such system was.

“Justice Baird is from the 3rd District,” said Fritz. “He thinks he’s the legal Governor of Texas.”

“No shit.” I laughed. “That guy who was yelling at you in the Capitol rotunda? That’s our new Governor?”

Fritz nodded. “Legally, for whatever that means anymore.”

“Is that why he’s at the Capitol?”

“That’s what I understood,” said Fritz. “He’s trying to legitimize his power by sitting on the king’s throne, so to speak.”

“Wow.” That was interesting. “So why did he want to lock you guys up?”

“He was going to execute us at dawn,” said Fritz. “Being the Governor, and us being in uniform, he told us he was our legitimate Commander in Chief, at least until the President of the United States turned up. I told him my duty was to the Corps and to protecting the professors at Texas A&M.”

“And he didn’t like that?” I guessed the obvious.

“Exactly,” said Fritz. “He said he was going to send one of us back to College Station to lay down the law, that he was the boss, and they all worked for him now. The rest of us were going to be hanged over the fence.”

I asked, “Is Baird a Survivor? Or is he normal?”

“Survivor,” said Fritz.
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It was full dark again by the time Murphy nudged me with his boot. “Get up, Sunshine.”

I rolled over on my back, looking up at the underside of a desk. Apparently I’d been squirming a bit in my sleep. “What time is it?”

“Nighttime.” Murphy grinned and turned away. “Leftover beans for dinner. Get ‘em while they’re cold. Room temperature really.”

I leaned out from beneath the desk. Fritz and Gabe were also up. That made me the slacker. I groaned and crawled up off the floor, as the talking between Fritz and Gabe suddenly stopped. Murphy sat down in a chair near them. I looked over. “What?”

“What, what?” asked Murphy.

“You guys stopped talking,” I said, as I picked my pistol up off the floor, ejected the magazine, saw it held bullets, and made sure that the safety was off. I sheathed my machete and adjusted my gun belt. I picked my Hello Kitty bag up off the floor and sat it on a desk so I could grab it and go at a moment’s notice. That’s often the way it went. I was ready to face another night. The guys were still silent and looking at me.

“Nice bag.” Fritz pointed at my dirty pink and white pack. “Why not something—”

“More manly?” I asked.

“Less…” Fritz threw his fingers out as if in silent surprise. “Less dazzling.”

Murphy grinned silently.

“It’s my good luck bag.” I noticed a clean and empty plate sitting beside the bean can. They were all finishing up plates of their own. I figured the plate to be mine and helped myself to a big serving.

Murphy leaned back on a creaking chair and said, “What’s the plan, Batman?”

I shrugged as if I hadn’t already thought it through. “It’s dark.” I looked out the windows at the city. “Things have settled down. I’d say Fritz and Gabe can go find their way back to College Station, and we go get our car and go back to Sarah Mansfield’s place.” I’d wanted to say home, but the word ‘home’ didn’t seem right.

“Sarah Mansfield?” Fritz asked. “The Sarah Mansfield?”

Murphy nodded. “Sweet place up on—”

I shook my head and glared at Murphy.

“—up on a hill.” Murphy pointed west.

“You guys live with Sarah Mansfield?” Fritz asked. “Is she as pretty in person as she is on the screen?”

“She was, until Zed killed her.” Murphy laughed.

I didn’t laugh. Maybe I should have. I wasn’t in a good mood. I pasted on a fake smile. All I remembered about that night was hacking down a woman who’d been so brain-dead that she was following her robotic lawn mower around the yard. Was she even a danger? I had to wonder.

“Was she infected?” asked Gabe.

I nodded. “Of course.”

“I may be asking too much,” said Fritz, “But is Sarah’s place big enough that we could maybe crash with you guys if we’re back in Austin again.”

Murphy grimaced and shook his head. “The place is big enough, but you might not like it. Zed blew it up.”

“You must really hate her movies,” said Fritz.

“I didn’t blow it up,” I snapped back, sounding like a teased teenager. “It’s… it’s a mess. The naked horde came through.” I thought of all the bodies on the lawn and throughout the house. It smelled of burned flesh and rot. “Oh,” I asked, “have you guys run into the naked horde yet?”

Fritz said, “Murphy filled us in while you were asleep.”

“That’s a dangerous bunch,” I told him. “There are a lot of Smart Ones in the group and the rest are vicious as hell.” I put a spoonful of beans in my mouth and sat myself in a rolling office chair.

Looking at me, Murphy pointed a finger at Fritz. “Don’t know if homie gave you the recruitment talk, but he thinks we should go to College Station with them. You know, and get a job.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

“Not a job, exactly,” said Fritz.

I chewed and said nothing.

Fritz said, “Zed, when you and I talked last night, I told you we lose guys nearly every time we go out to collect samples.”

I nodded.

“Gabe and Murphy were talking about it last night, and it occurred to them that you and Murphy can go out among the infected without any risk.”

“Without any risk?” I laughed. “You saw ‘em chase us last night. Same as you?”

“After the shots were fired,” said Fritz. “I didn’t mean without risk. I should have said less risk.”

I shook my head. “It sounds like you guys are trying to do good work out there at A&M. I don’t think Murphy and I would fit in there.”

“Because you’re infected?” Fritz asked.

“Because we’re Whites,” I told him.

“I told you that won’t matter,” said Fritz. “You’d be doing us a great big favor. Hell, if we find a viable vaccine, you’d be doing humanity a favor.”

“Humanity?” I asked. “So far they haven’t treated us much better than the Whites.”

“Not everybody is an asshole, Zed.” Fritz got up off of his desk. “You know that, don’t you? There’s always been good people and bad people before the infection, after the infection—it doesn’t make a difference.”

“I heard that,” Murphy confirmed.

I nodded, focused back on my beans, but said nothing for a bit. Finally breaking the silence, I said, “I’ll think about it. Just don’t get your hopes up.” I looked over at Murphy. “What do you think?”

“I don’t have any plans.” He smiled and shrugged. “I have half a mind to find a Humvee, a bunch of diesel, and drag your dumbass out to Balmorhea.”

I glared at Murphy and pursed my lips.

“Balmorhea?” Fritz asked. “What’s out there?”

Murphy looked guilty for a moment and then glanced up at me. “The cat’s out of the bag now.” He looked at Fritz. “We had some people that went out there.”

“People?” Fritz asked. “Slow Burns like you?”

Murphy shook his head. “Normals. People who are immune.”

“How many?” he asked.

“Why is that important?” I asked suspiciously.

“A few or a lot?” Fritz asked. “I need to know whether it’s worth it to go all the way out there for samples.”

“Some.” I made it clear with my tone that was all the answer I was going to give.

“Well then.” Fritz stood up and paced around while he rubbed his hands together. “If you guys are going your way and we’re going ours, you wouldn’t happen to know where we can find an up-armored Humvee, would you?”

“I know where there’s one at the bottom of Lake Austin,” Murphy laughed.

“The last two abandoned ones we saw were up at the northeast corner of campus.” I got up, walked around the desk, opened a drawer and found a pen and paper. “I’ll draw you a map along with what I think might be the best way to get there.”

“How far?” Fritz asked.

“Three, Four miles?” I guessed. “A little farther than we’ve got to go to get back to our car.”

It took a few minutes to draw out the map and explain it to Fritz and Gabe. After all the questions were out of the way, we each checked our gear and prepared ourselves to leave.

Gabe stepped up in front of me and reached out with the shotgun. “Thanks,” he said.

I looked at the gun. I looked up at Gabe. Without it, he’d be defenseless. With it, well, shooting was only a last resort, but it came in handy when you needed it. Still, he had no white skin, no night vision goggles, no machete, no pistol, and no spare hand grenades. As much as I was scolding myself for the stupid charity of it, I said, “You keep it.”

“I can’t,” he said.

“We both know you’ve got nothing,” I replied. “If you had anything—a good knife, or even a water gun—I’d keep the gun.” I looked around. “I can always find another.” I hoped. Rust-free guns were getting harder to come by.

Under a shower of Gabe’s gratitude, I emptied my pockets and bag of shotgun shells. Without the shotgun, I had no immediate use for them. Sure, I could have held onto most of them, but choosing to carry something was always a complicated choice. In the equation of the decision was the amount of weight that would slow you when running for your life. It was a big factor.

Fritz and Gabe thanked us a final time and headed for the door.

Fritz undid the bolt.

I nodded at Murphy when the other two weren’t looking. I wanted them to go first. I wanted them to leave the building ahead of us and head off in their own direction. Somehow, in my mind at that moment, it decreased the chance that they’d follow us. I wasn’t overly worried about them following and eventually harming us. It was just getting harder to trust.

Fritz went out of the office with Gabe on his heels. Murphy followed with me in the rear. Fritz turned onto the narrow, dark staircase, navigating by flashlight.

With the other three in front of me, I was halfway down when the group came to a sudden stop, with feet stomping heavily to catch balance and shoulders bumping walls. Fritz gasped.

I was already moving backwards up the stairs. I didn’t need to wait to learn why Fritz gasped. I didn’t need to know why he’d stopped. All surprises anymore were dangerous ones, and nearly all dangerous ones were Whites.

Crossing three steps at a time, I leapt to the second floor, pressed myself against the wall, and turned to point my pistol. Murphy’s bulk nearly filled the entire stairway. I saw elbows, knees, and feet hurrying and clomping as the first of the infected howled below.

Murphy sprinted past me and headed through the door to the back office and toward the fire escape.

The surprised moans from a hundred infected throats grew to a hungry wail.

Gabe passed me by, and Fritz came up beside me as Whites shoved and wrestled their way past one another to be the first up the stairs.

Shit.

Tiny fractions of a second grew manageable under the rush of adrenaline. Would Murphy get the window open quickly enough? Would it matter? I didn’t know whether the four of us could pile out the window and onto the rusty old fire escape before the first of the infected got their hands on me, thinking I was Fritz or Gabe. Should I shoot the first three or four coming up the stairs? Would that delay the rest of them as they clambered over the falling bodies on stairs slippery with arterial blood? Should I toss a grenade and run? Both of those last two options were certain to buy me time, but at what cost? The noise would alert every White within a few blocks and turn this one problem into a much larger predicament.

I gave a thought to the machete even as I unsheathed it. I could hack a few—maybe more—but the opportunity for escape would disappear almost as quickly as it arrived. Once I started hacking, once the Whites decided I was adversarial food, I might never be able to disengage from the melee quickly enough to get to and through the window.

Or, I could step aside, let them see my White skin, and hope they would leave me alone while I sacrificed Fritz and Gabe. Hope?

No. I couldn’t do that.

I went with my only choice: Hack the horde, then escape. I glanced at the window thirty feet to my left—through a back office, over an obstacle-cluttered floor, around some desks, and barely visible through an open door—signaling my plan to Murphy and the others. As soon as the window was open and the last of my friends was passing through, I’d run.

I slashed the first White through her face at the farthest reach of my blade. It wasn’t a killing cut, it wasn’t meant to be. Her hands instinctively flew to cover her face as she screeched and fell, tripping up two others behind who were trying to squeeze past one another shoulder to shoulder. I poked one in the larynx and took a short swing across the other’s cheek.

The larynx-cut White toppled onto the bleeding woman in front of him on the stairs. The one I’d hit in the cheek lost his balance and fell as he spun on his back, his feet in the air, helping block those behind. He was nearly in grasping distance of my boots, so he earned another hack and blood gushed from his chest.

I cut a fourth in the back of the skull as I heard Murphy’s big voice yell, “Go!”

With no hesitation at all, I turned and ran.
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All I heard were howls and the bumping and stomping of a hundred crazed Whites trying to mount the stairs at the same time. All I saw was the door and the window across the room. At the doorway, I grabbed the door jamb with one hand as I tried to round the turn at full speed.

I passed a desk. Out in the moonlight, through the tall windows, I saw Murphy on the fire escape urging me on as he raised his rifle.

The paper-strewn floor turned out to be more treacherous than I had expected, and I lost my footing, banging my head on the desk as I tumbled onto the floor.

For a second, all I saw was black, then stars, then everything seemed confused.

Murphy’s suppressed rifle was firing. Whites were screaming. The window near where Murphy was standing was shattered, its glass all over the floor.

How did that happen?

Murphy was yelling something.

Fritz was leaning back in the open window, hand outstretched, hollering urgently.

The wall on the other side of the room popped as bullets passed through it.

Then, just as quickly as everything had shifted out of the realm of rational purpose, it came back into focus. I knew I’d knocked myself senseless for a few moments when my head hit the desk. I knew the Whites were pouring up the stairs. Murphy was shooting them in the doorway and shooting through the wall to clog the hall with their bodies and slow them before they got to us.

The last thought to occur to me—damn, it should have been the first—turned into action just as soon as it came to mind. I clambered shakily back up to my feet as I moved toward the window.

Fritz grabbed my sleeve and pulled me off balance as he dragged me through the door. He shouted, “Are you okay? Are you okay?”

I was nodding and trying to get my feet under me.

He spun me around and positioned me by the ladder. “Go. Go.”

I glanced down as I started to climb. Good. At least the fall from the second floor won’t kill me.

At the bottom of the ladder, Gabe stood with his shotgun, looking up and down the alley. He was ready to slaughter anything that moved. It occurred to me that he didn’t understand that by pulling the trigger, he’d better be ready to die as well. Or maybe he had just given up hope.

My feet hit crumbly old concrete. I staggered, and Fritz dropped down beside me, trying to balance me again.

“I’m okay,” I told him, pointing at the rough footing. “I slipped. I’m cool.”

Murphy was on the ground a half-second later, his face inches from mine. “Can you run?” he urgently asked.

I nodded.

We hauled ass up the alley, Murphy in the lead, Gabe behind, Fritz at my side nursing me along, although I didn’t feel like I needed the help.

I put a hand to the side of my head and felt a pretty damn big lump growing there above my ear. A quick glance at my hand as I pulled it away revealed red fingers and a palm covered in blood.

Thinking tangentially about the equipment soldiers took with them into the field, it occurred to me that perhaps I needed some protection for my head. Hell, even a bicycle helmet would have done the job. I said, “I guess that’s why they wear helmets.”

Fritz glanced at me, worried.

I opened my mouth to explain that I wasn’t babbling nonsense, but decided we had bigger problems to deal with at the moment.

Murphy turned left, coming out of the alley. Two Whites were rummaging through an automobile across the street. One of them looked up and took a few long seconds to understand that what he was seeing was running warm meat—uninfected meat. He jumped to his feet on the hood of the car and gleefully yelped. As he lunged onto the street to come at us, two bullets from Murphy’s rifle caught him in the chest, knocking him back onto the hood. The second White took a bullet to the head as he looked at us from the driver’s seat.

We ran through the intersection.

The howling of the white mob echoed off the buildings. They had to be coming down the fire escape. We needed to be out of sight before they came out of the alley or we’d be in trouble.

As it was, the howling was contagious. When one howled, all around heard. All around knew what it meant. Meat was afoot.

More howls.

We passed onto a stretch of sidewalk between a parked tractor-trailer and the wall of an old warehouse converted to a bar. For the moment, we were only visible from the front and the rear.

We cut another left turn into an alley, and for a second, no Whites were out in front of us. Some were several blocks back in the alley, hanging around trashcans and dumpsters.

All around us, the infected wailed. It was one of the ways they worked cooperatively to capture their prize. They were searching.

A metal door on the right was hanging open, swaying gently on the light breeze. Murphy ran in and we all followed.

Once inside, Murphy slowed and softly said, “Bolt that door.”

Gabe pulled the door shut, sealing us in near blackness. I pulled my night vision goggles down over my eyes and saw out through the storeroom and into an art gallery with colorful, abstract art hanging on the walls. The color, though, was lost. It was all shades of green and black.

The deadbolt clinked into place as Gabe whispered, “Got it.”

Murphy stuck his head out into the gallery and looked around. “Hey,” he called.

We all froze, waiting for a result.

Nothing.

“Hey,” Murphy said again.

Still nothing.

He came back into the storeroom, urgent but not panicked. Looking at me, he said, “How are you? Can you run?”

“I’m good,” I told him.

Murphy looked at Fritz. Fritz shook his head.

“No,” I said. “I’m good. Not one hundred percent but I’m in the game. Rock on, Mighty Murphy.”

He grinned.

Gabe said, “We should hide here.”

Murphy shook his head. “We can’t. The Whites are riled up. They’ll be running through all the buildings around here looking for us.” He slapped Gabe on the shoulder. “Those fuckers love the taste of uninfected virgins.”

“What?” Gabe spouted, clearly not expecting to be teased. But that was just Murphy’s sense of humor.

Murphy looked at me one more time, “If you’re good, then we’ll go out the front. If not, we’ll stick you upstairs in a closet or something and come back for you later. You’ll be good even if they find you.”

I touched a hand to the bloody wound on the side of my head again. I held my hand up where Murphy could see as I hefted my machete in the other. “I may have gotten a good whack, but I can still kill plenty of ‘em. With all the blood, though, the hungry ones will think I’m injured and weak. That makes me a target.”

“Word.” Murphy loved his outdated slang.
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We left the art gallery and crossed the street, climbing through the remains of the front door of a small printing company. We passed through the lobby, through another door, past a few empty offices, and onto the production floor where big machines rusted in the ten inches of water pooled on the sunken floor. A portion of the roof had collapsed. I guess during the storm.

Many roofs on commercial buildings in Texas are flat—or pretty close to it—with parapets that stand up several feet all around the edge, hiding mechanical equipment and giving the impression of a much taller, more impressive building. I suspected the drains on this one had become clogged, with somebody’s remains perhaps. During the hurricane, the roof had simply started to fill. Unable to support the extra tons of water in the new upstairs swimming pool, the roof collapsed.

We had to wade through the water to get to the back door, which stood at the top of four single stairs on the rear wall of the building. The door looked to be intact.

Going through that door put us out onto another street. Whites were out, but those who were moving seemed to be going in the opposite direction, to an area several blocks away where the Whites who’d spotted us were still searching, howling, and squabbling.

We passed two more blocks, sneaking through buildings and doing our best to stay behind cover when outside. We were heading south, away from the direction we’d all wanted to go, but also away from the latest mob of Whites who’d wanted to put us on the dinner plate.

We found ourselves crossing a wide road clogged with hundreds of cars, some abandoned while trying to head west toward one highway, others left there by drivers headed east toward the other highway. Whatever traffic mess had been on the road prior to the hurricane, the floodwaters had made it worse by floating many of the cars and pushing them into piles. Among the piles were trees, pieces of house walls and roofs, appliances, and the bones of the dead.

Murphy paused along the edge of one pile, pointed south past rows of giant cypress trees, and whispered, “The river is right over there. Maybe it’s time we found a boat and floated out of downtown. We’re gonna get killed if we stay here.” He looked at me. “Even the Valiant Null Spot’s luck doesn’t last forever.”

“The Valiant Null Spot?” Fritz asked.

I ignored him and said, “If we can find a boat washed up in the trees, I think that’s a good idea.” I looked at each of the others for consensus.

Gabe and Fritz nodded. Why not? They probably would have gone along with anything, just happy that Murphy and I hadn’t ditched them yet. I’m sure they felt like they could take care of themselves, but Murphy and I had the night vision goggles and the firepower.

Whites nearby were making some noise, bickering over something, perhaps a rotted body in the jumble of the flood aftermath.

Murphy led us off the road. Among the trees, even more debris had accumulated, so much, in fact, that we couldn’t cross through it to get to the river. Well, we probably could have at the risk of injury, while making so much noise that we’d certainly draw the nearby Whites.

We instead chose stealth, walking in single file as Murphy led us along a path that roughly paralleled the river, looking for a way to get through the mounds of debris between us and the water. It was treacherous going—even the relatively flat path we traveled was scattered with sharp pieces of metal bent and torn from cars, shards of glass, some small, some several feet in length and sticking out of the piles, ready to slice the leg of anyone passing by who wasn’t paying attention.

As we moved, the number of jagged, injury-threatening pieces of metal sticking out into the paths seemed to grow in number. So much so that I started to wonder if something peculiar in the topography had caused the receding waters to settle the debris in such an odd, spiky fashion.

I also noticed that more and more pieces of the metal bore stains of the blood from the last White who’d come this way, running at a speed too reckless.

We came to a bend where the debris had been pushed up onto some structure that hadn’t collapsed under the pressure of the waters flowing over it. We found ourselves standing in a crescent-shaped clearing, over a hundred feet from end to end, with no apparent way to get out, save climbing over the dangerous debris.

Murphy pointed to the old Seaholm Power Plant. The building had been derelict for years. He said, “City of Stin.”

Fritz looked puzzled. “What?”

I looked up at the side of the building and read, City of Austin Power Plant.

“Old joke,” said Murphy, pointing at the giant retro-style letters mounted high up on the three-story wall. He grinned and looked at me. “I know you know what I’m talking about. You’ve been to the bars down here plenty of times at night, I’ll bet.”

I looked up at the building and smiled. “You tell ‘em.”

Murphy said, “Gather ‘round kiddies.”

“Don’t make a career of it,” I said, “we got shit to do, you know.”

“The Grumpy Null Spot.” Murphy chuckled.

I looked around for danger.

Murphy looked at Fritz and Gabe. “It’s nothing. Lights behind the A and U in the sign were burned out forever. So at night, it said ‘CITY of STIN’ instead of ‘CITY of AUSTIN’. When we were drunk, and talkin’ shit, it seemed really funny that the power plant wouldn’t change their light bulbs.”

“Interesting,” said Fritz.

“Don’t humor him,” I said, “it only makes it worse. Tell him you don’t give a shit. Trust me.”

Murphy said, “I’m his only friend.”

That got a laugh from Fritz and Gabe. Did I say that when the tension is high, any joke will do?

Murphy looked at the piles of flood debris around us. “Should we go back?” He looked up the trail we’d followed to get there.

I pointed to one end of the rough crescent shape. “I’ll go that way first, and see if there’s a safe way over. Would one of you go the other way?”

Fritz said, “I’ve got it.”

I continued, “Murphy, you and Gabe stay here and keep an eye out back up the trail. You know, in case a White or two are following.”

“Got it, boss.” Murphy raised his rifle to his shoulder and pointed it down the path we’d taken between the mounds.

Fritz took off, cautiously looking, stopping about twenty feet down the path to make an attempt to climb up and over the piled debris in front of him.

I hoped we wouldn’t have to do that, but said nothing. It might be the only way through without doubling back. Then again, we weren’t in a hurry. We weren’t being pursued. At the moment, we were safe and no Whites knew our whereabouts.

I walked along the path as the depth of the junk seemed to thicken underfoot, getting noisier. I had to step more and more gently. The jagged pieces of metal sticking randomly out from the sides seemed to squeeze me along a narrower and narrower walkway, making me feel very uncomfortable. If a White did come over the mound on either side, I’d be hard pressed to defend myself without getting injured, not by them, but by the debris.

Nearing the end of the crescent, I was nearly ready to give up and turn around when I spotted something curious, a break in the junk, along the wall of the building that had stood against the flood. I saw a concrete wall and a steel door.

Why not peek inside?

Maybe a window on the other side of the building would provide a path through the mound. That was my hope when I holstered my pistol, lifted my machete, and stepped up to the door. Slowly. Quietly. Of course, everything I did was quiet, and slow, especially if I wasn’t being chased by a herd of snappy-jawed Whites.

I turned the knob and pushed the door open, expecting to see jostled, moldy equipment. What I saw was some kind of electrical cabling snaked up out of a large round hole in the center of the floor. All the cables spread out along the floor and ran up the walls to big switch boxes mounted there. More importantly, some dim light down in the tunnel somewhere made it glow bright green through the night vision goggles while it silhouetted a thin, white-skinned girl with short, spiky hair and big, dark eyes, piercings, and tattoos.




Chapter 47

The sight of the girl startled me and I involuntarily took a half step back as I gulped. That gulp was all the time I needed to recover, raise my machete, and step back forward to cut her down.

That dim light down the tunnel gave me pause.

I wondered as I swung my machete at the female White whether that light in the tunnel was an anomaly in the night vision software or whether something was down there that shouldn’t have been.

In that moment as I paused, the girl stepped back. She didn’t howl. She didn’t bare her teeth. She didn’t lunge at me. She raised her arm in a useless defense and tried to stifle her scream as she mouthed, “No!”

I turned and let the machete whoosh past her as I pulled up on my swing.

No?

I froze.

The girl froze, perhaps wondering why she was alive.

Maybe planning her attack.

I raised my machete again, sticking my other hand out to push back if that was needed.

The girl’s face turned to pure fright as she softly said, “Please.”

“What?” I asked in the same low tones.

“Please, don’t.”

I looked around the small room again, double-checking that no ambush lay in there. How could there be? The whole space couldn’t have been more than ten feet square with only the tunnel and the cables. No furnishings. Only the girl.

I looked her up and down. She carried no gun but had a knife in a sheath on her hip, a bow in one hand, and a quiver over her shoulder.

She wasn’t a White. Well, she was. She had to be a Slow Burn.

I moved my mouth to speak, but in my surprise I couldn’t come to a choice of what to say first.

The girl’s free hand slowly slipped down to touch the handle of her knife.

My surprise clicked off and self-preservation kicked in. “Don’t,” I told her. “Don’t move.”

Don’t move? What the fuck kind of greeting is that?

She took another half step back, closer to the tunnel.

“Stop,” I said, much more gently. I slowly lowered my machete. “I’m… I’m not here to hurt you.”

That didn’t change the girl’s facial expression one bit. Her eyes darted from side to side, then went back to staring at me in what—for her at least—had to be very dim light. I realized she probably couldn’t see much more than my silhouette against the moonlight coming in through the open door.

I said, “I know you can’t see in this light, but I’m like you.” I raised my hand and slowly turned it. “White skin, just like yours.”

The girl touched the skin on her arm, running her fingers over a full sleeve tattoo—or so I guessed based on how much of her arm was visible. She asked, “Who are you? How did you find this place?”

This place?

Okay, enough clues clicked into place. This little ten-by-ten concrete building was more than just some kind of switching station for the power company.

“I just came in through the door,” I told her. “I was curious.”

She glanced back at the tunnel.

“I’m wearing night vision goggles,” I told her. “You maybe can’t see them in this light, but I can see everything you’re doing. What’s in the tunnel?”




Chapter 48

Something shuffled in the tunnel.

The girl turned and started to speak.

I raised my machete again and hissed, “Quiet.”

She froze.

More shuffling in the tunnel, footsteps, the creak of rusty metal. A voice whispered, “Jazz.”

Jazz?

“Jasmine,” it whispered again. “Wait up.”

I slowly lowered my machete and deliberately laid the edge on Jasmine’s throat. I removed my pistol from its holster and pointed it at the tunnel. I tilted my head to the right, silently ordering Jasmine to move a little to her left. I needed a clear view of the tunnel. I stepped to the side so I’d be in a shadow, rather than silhouetted by the moonlight coming through the open door.

The dim light in the tunnel went out. Hands and feet were climbing a ladder.

A woman’s head came up out of the tunnel, looking around in the darkness of the small structure. She saw the open door and cursed. She didn’t see me. She didn’t see Jazz either. She stopped halfway out of the hole, hearing or sensing something and becoming suddenly tense. She had a pistol in a holster on her hip and she was reaching for it when I said, “Don’t do it. Come up out of the hole. Don’t put that hand on your gun.”

She looked toward my voice, I guessed seeing only blackness. Just moments before, she’d been down in the tunnel with a candle or flashlight on. Her eyes hadn’t yet adjusted to darkness.

“I’m wearing night vision goggles,” I told her. “You’ve got medium-length, sandy-colored hair. Mid thirties. Good shape. You’re wearing a black leather jacket. I can see everything.”

The woman’s face turned hard, her eyes darting from side to side. She was going to try something.

“Don’t,” I said. “Take a deep breath. Stop looking around for something to hit me with, okay? Be cool for a sec’.”

Slow footsteps outside told me someone was coming up through the debris toward the hut. Not a surprise. I’d been out of sight long enough to make the guys curious.

A moment later, Fritz’s voice whispered, “Zed? Zed?”

I whispered back, “I’m in here. Take it slow. Some people are in here with me.”

To the girl coming out of the tunnel, I said, “You’re a White, I’m—”

“A White?” she asked. “What?”

“Your skin,” I told her. “You caught the virus. You got better, right? So did I. My skin is white just like yours.”

“You keep saying you’re like us,” said Jazz. “Why don’t you put down your weapons and just go. Leave us alone.”

Why indeed? To trust or not to trust?

“My name is Zed.” It seemed like a good way to start the de-escalation.

From outside, Fritz asked, “You okay in there, buddy?”

“Come in slowly,” I said over my shoulder.

Fritz leaned around the edge of the doorframe, pistol first, pointed at the roof.

Both girls tensed on seeing Fritz.

“He’s immune, but he’s cool,” I told them. “Here’s what I’m gonna do. I’m going to lower my machete and point my pistol at the floor. Please don’t do anything stupid.”

I took my machete away from Jazz’s neck and she relaxed by a small fraction. As promised, I pointed my pistol down. “We really don’t mean you any harm,” I told them. “We were just trying to find a way down to the river to see if we could find a boat or something.”

“For what?” the girl from the tunnel asked, immediately trying to poke holes in my story.

“For what yourself.” I took offense although I probably shouldn’t have. “Who are you, Sherlock Holmes? We want to get the fuck out of town. Do you think we’re going fishing?”

She shared a knowing glance with the other girl.

I heaved a dramatic sigh and looked at the girl who’d had my machete at her neck. “Your name is Jazz, right? And you?” I asked, looking at the other girl.

“Grace,” she said.

“This is Fritz,” I replied, nodding back toward the door where Fritz hadn’t moved or spoken since coming in.

He took that as a cue. “Are they like you?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I answered.

“Slow Burns?”

Grace and Jazz both looked at Fritz with silent questions on their faces. “How could he not know that?”

At least that’s what it looked like to me. I said, “He’s not from around here. Apparently, we Slow Burns are a bit of a geographical oddity.”

“Are you with the soldiers at the Capitol?” Grace nodded in the general direction of the complex.

“You asking me or him?” I replied.

She was glaring at Fritz, but she said, “Both.”

“We’re not with them,” I said. “As a matter of fact, they got kinda pissed when I burned down the Governor’s Mansion and blew up one of their helicopters.”

“That was you?” Jazz asked.

Grace shot her a look that said be quiet.

Looking at Jazz, I replied, “You know about that?”

Glaring petulantly at Grace, she said, “We all saw the fires and heard the explosions. We were wondering.”

We all?

“Jazz,” Grace scolded.

“That was us,” I told them. “Look, I don’t know what y’all’s deal is here. I don’t know how many more people you’ve got hiding up the tunnel and I don’t care. We’ve been running around downtown Austin for a day and a half with assholes shooting at us and Whites trying to have us for dinner. We just want to get the fuck out of downtown. So we’re just gonna go and leave you to yourselves. Are we cool?”

Grace looked suspicious.

More footsteps crunched in the debris outside.

Jazz looked toward the door.

“There are four of us,” I said. “One like me—like us—another Slow Burn. Fritz and his buddy are on some kind of mission to collect blood samples.”

“Yeah,” Fritz said. “We don’t have our stuff. Justice Baird’s guys took it when they arrested us. I need to come back this way, though, and get samples from all of you.” Fritz looked around outside. “Can I come back here to find you?”

“No,” Grace told him. “Don’t ever come back here. You might bring them with you.”

“The Whites?” I asked.

“Sure,” she said. “Whatever you call them.”

“Let’s go with Whites,” I told her.

“How many of you are there?” Fritz asked.

Grace and Jazz shared a look.

“Everything all right in there?” Murphy whispered from outside.

“Cool,” I softly called back.

Fritz looked down at his uniform, looked back up at Grace and said, “I’ll bet you think that because I’ve got a uniform on I’m tied with those guys at the Capitol.”

Grace said nothing, but to me it was clear Fritz had guessed exactly right.

“I’m not,” he told them. “Neither is Gabe. We’re Aggies. We were in the Corps. We’ve got a safe zone—if you could call it that—set up at A&M on the campus. They’re trying to develop a vaccine.”

“A vaccine won’t do us any good,” said Grace. She raised an arm to show her white skin. “We already caught the virus.”

“It might do us some good,” said Fritz, “but it’s not for us. It’s for our future.”




Chapter 49

Fritz had been a homebuilder before the virus, but I think his forte was sales. He convinced the girls he was for real, the program at A&M was real, and that it had a chance at success.

I’m not sure if any of them really believed it, but we all grew up in a culture where we bought lottery tickets against impossible odds if only for the small dose of hope. People need hope more than they know.

Maybe that was it. Fritz was selling hope to the hopeless.

We were all crowded into the utility building. Jazz had gone back up the tunnel to warn her people we were coming. Grace led the way down. Fritz and Gabe followed them, leaving only Murphy and me. Once the last of them was climbing down the ladder, Murphy said, “We could bail.”

“Leave ‘em?” I asked, not pointlessly. It was a delaying action. Murphy had a good point. Scrape Fritz and Gabe off on the girls, relieving myself of the responsibility for them after risking so much to get them out of the Capitol. But that plan also meant we’d leave Grace and Jazz—two Slow Burns—and possibly more up the tunnel. Our people?

I looked around as I thought about it. Every time we’d hooked up with normal people it hadn’t worked out. Would other Slow Burns accept us as equals?

Of course.

If we all had the same social handicap, why not?

I said, “I think we should head up the tunnel and see.”

“You think they live in the tunnel?” Murphy asked. “It’s got to be full of shit from the flood, right? I’ll bet it stinks.”

I pointed north. “The Seaholm Power Plant is across the street. I think the tunnel leads there. I’ll bet that’s where their people are hiding out.”

“You know me.” Murphy shrugged. “I’m up for anything. If you want to hang back and see if Fritz and Gabe get whacked, I’m cool. If you want to head over there and make some new friends, sure, why not? What’s the worst that could happen? They shoot us?”

“Or eat us,” I joked. I stepped onto the ladder leading down into the tunnel.

Just as Murphy had guessed, it stank of rotting swamp mud. Thick cables ran the length of the tunnel along one of the walls. They were coated with a layer of dirt, and pieces of debris were stuck on every bracket that held them in place. Two pipes, larger than I could wrap my arms around, ran one on top of the other along the other wall. Perhaps those were for pumping cooling water in and out of the old power plant. Most of the light fixtures on the roof were broken away. The floor was thick with dirt, mud, and random bits of junk that had flowed in and settled with the water after the flood.

Without a word between us, we followed the dim light of Grace’s flashlight down the straight length of the tunnel, hearing the growing sound of whispers and a tense voice or two echo back down toward us.

At the far end of the tunnel, there was no L-shaped elbow, nor ladder leading up. The tunnel opened straight into a basement-level room that was open to the ceiling four stories up, with three of those above ground level. The place appeared to have been going through a major renovation from power plant to trendy office space or expensive condos before the virus and before the flood. Much of the building’s concrete structure was still intact, leaving me with the feeling that I’d just walked inside the shell of some enormous dead beetle.

On concrete catwalks, looking down on us from the ground-level floor, nine people stared—most armed, all Slow Burns. A few of them, mostly the ones with no weapons in hand, stood and gazed blankly at nothing in particular. I knew that look. They were the Russells of the group.

As we all stood there, sizing up one another, silently evaluating whether we were a mutual danger, Fritz surprised me and spoke up. Not fazed by the threat of the guns held in the hands of the people above, he slipped comfortably into salesman mode. He told them his story about the professors sequestered in one of the buildings on the A&M campus. He told them about his job to collect samples.

I’d heard the story a few times by then and got bored until I realized it might all be a lie.

I wondered what that suspicion said about me. Had I lost all my faith in people or did I simply never have any?

Fritz told them about the dream of a vaccine. He told them he was risking his life for humanity’s children, and he told them the virus that had infected all of them once could come back in another mutation—maybe in six months, maybe in a few years. Maybe it would return in an attenuated, benign form, or maybe more deadly. He assured them, though, it would be back. Billions of people on the planet were now walking virus farms and in each of them billions of virions were growing and mutating into untold varieties. It was possible we had not yet seen the worst of it.

If anything, Fritz’s speech took everyone’s mind off the most salient problem at hand: The necessity that we all trust one another, strangers bonded only by skin color.




Chapter 50

An hour after arrival, we found ourselves sitting in a conference room on the third floor. Two wide, tall windows cut through the thick concrete on one wall. Drawn curtains blocked the view out those windows and kept the dim candlelight inside.

Fritz, Gabe, Murphy, and me sat at a long oval conference table. Grace, Jazz, an older man named Bill, and another older woman named Janet sat across from us. They were curious about news, of which Murphy and I had little. Of course, their questions led to Murphy entertaining them for an hour talking about the things that had happened to us. I was happy to let Murphy tell it. He was a natural at having his mouth open while basking in the attention it drew. A lot of it was even amusing when spun with his sense of exaggeration and humor. When he got to the ugly, painful parts, he glossed over those with a pensive look and moved on.

I’m sure I’d have dwelled on the blackest of those times. Those were the memorable images that had pasted themselves all over the walls in the gallery of my soul. Blood. Teeth. Grasping hands. Death.

Murphy’s version was better.

As Murphy recounted our exploits, I found myself thinking about all my missed opportunities with Steph, when I should have done something to act on what I knew we both felt. Of course, the way I tend to overthink things and twist them into negatives, I had to wonder if those lost opportunities only existed through exaggerations and selectively chosen memories, and that the reality was a hopelessness that I was avoiding.

And people used to wonder why I was a drunk.

It wasn’t until Murphy nudged me and told me to wake up that I realized that I’d completely disconnected from the present. I’d been staring at a wall and thinking of my own painful experiences. I looked around the table. All eyes were on me. I said, “Sorry.”

“You okay, man?” Murphy asked.

I smiled and shrugged. “You know me.” It was no kind of answer.

On my first inspiration of deflection, I looked at Bill. He was lanky and sallow-cheeked with a thin beard and a little wildness in his eyes. I asked, “What’s your story?”

He rubbed his hands across his face and looked over at Grace, “You should tell it.”

Grace said, “We used to live on the Capitol grounds before Justice Baird and his bunch came.”

“How long were you there?” I asked. “Murphy and I were downtown when the flood started. We passed by maybe a couple of blocks to the east.”

She spent a moment trying to remember the details. “We were there then.”

“We just missed you guys,” I said.

“We had a lot going on that day,” said Murphy.

“Why the Capitol?” I asked. “Why not out in the country somewhere?” Of course, as soon as I asked the question, I recalled that day in the first week of the infection after I’d helped the survivors in the hospital escape. Murphy, Mandi, and I were parked in a Humvee looking down into the valley at Dr. Evans’ family farm. We watched the naked horde swarm over their farmhouse and kill a dozen good people. Maybe out in the country wasn’t the no-brainer good idea it seemed to be.

“Father Ben,” said Grace.

“Father Ben?” I asked, making sure I understood correctly.

“He was a Slow Burn like the rest of us.” Grace’s face took on an absent look. It was clear that Father Ben was no longer with us. “He started—I don’t know what you’d call it—”

“A colony,” said Bill. “A leper colony for people like us.”

Grace smiled at Ben and said, “Yes, Father Ben’s colony at the Capitol. They took me in late in the first week.” Grace’s eyes glazed over with tears she held back. “I was in town from Dallas. My son was starting at UT in the fall and we’d found him an apartment and were getting him situated.”

Nobody asked about the son. In any conversation, anybody not present who was mentioned by anybody else was presumed dead or infected. That’s just the way the world was after the virus.

“I called home so many times,” said Grace. “At first, my daughter was there to pick up the phone. She said her father had never come home from work. She was alone. She was sixteen. I tried to get out of town after…” she paused. “Then I got sick. I was in the apartment with the doors locked, trying my best to keep the horrors outside. At one point, I got so sick I passed out on the bed, and I don’t think I woke up for a couple of days. When I did wake, I was like this. The phones were out. The water was off. All I had was the food and drinks in the apartment.” Grace took a deep breath. “That only lasts so long.”

Everybody starts out in pretty much the same way, I thought.

“I was scavenging through the other apartments in the building when Father Ben found me. Him and Bill.” Grace nodded and smiled at Bill.

“We weren’t alone,” Bill added. “There were four of us. We never went out in groups smaller than that. Too dangerous. The other Whites—the really crazy ones—they’ll attack anyone or anything that looks weak, normal or not.”

“I went with them back to the Capitol,” said Grace. “People like me were there, maybe thirty of them at the time. Is that right Bill?”

He nodded.

“All of you…” I looked for the right words to finish the question, “were high functioning? You know, white but not violent, not…” I pointed at the side of my head, “not debilitated?”

“We had about half Normal Ones,” said Bill, “and half Slow Ones—the ones who can’t talk.”

“We’ve seen some of them,” I said. “Maybe as many as we’ve seen Slow Burns like us. Russell, that guy Murphy mentioned when he told you about us. He was a Slow One.”

“Russell was a good guy,” said Murphy.

I nodded as another brutal ugliness came to mind. Russell was just one more person I wished hadn’t died.

“Father Ben felt like he had a duty to the Slow Ones,” said Grace. “He helped them. We all pitched in. We found them in the streets when we were out scavenging, often tagging along with a bunch of the violent ones. It got so you could pick them out pretty easily. They always seem to lag behind when the others are chasing something, never seeming to be in any hurry to eat and most of the time they didn’t. Most of the ones we brought in were half-starved to death.”

“But they weren’t useless,” said Bill. “You just treat ‘em like kids who ain’t too bright. They’ll pitch in and help as much as they can.”

“They helped us build the wall,” said Grace.

“Around the Capitol grounds?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said. “Father Ben thought that would be best. We were farming the grounds when Justice Baird’s army showed up.” Grace pierced me with the hate in her eyes. I was glad her hate was meant for someone else. “There were over eighty of us by then.”

“Eighty?” I was shocked. With all the time Murphy and I had spent by ourselves, I doubted we’d ever find more than a few other Slow Burns.

“Not anymore,” said Grace. “Baird’s army saw to that. Those of us who could, escaped to this place.”

“I don’t get this whole thing with Justice Baird,” I said. “Why does he feel like he needs to be the Governor of Texas?”

Murphy laughed derisively. “Like that matters anymore.”

Nodding at Fritz, Grace said, “I’m sure he knows a lot about Baird that we don’t, but I’ll tell what we do know.”




Chapter 51

“The first time we saw the helicopter fly over we were overjoyed,” said Grace. “The wall was done by then, so we didn’t worry too much about the Crazies outside. They were as fascinated with the helicopter as we were, but for different reasons.”

Nods all around the table. Everybody alive knew the Whites were attracted to any mechanical sounds. The louder, the better.

“Most of us ran out onto the Capitol grounds that first day and waved to get their attention,” said Grace. “We knew they saw us because they circled the area several times before they flew off to the north.”

“They didn’t land that first day?” I asked.

“No.” Grace shook her head for emphasis.

“Did that seem odd?” I asked.

Grace said, “All this sitting…” She got up out of her chair, stretched, and started slowly pacing around the conference room table. “You know how things were then, right? What would you do if you were flying the helicopter, Zed? You live in a world full of crazy, white-skinned people who want to kill and eat you. You probably know that at least some of them are smart and devious. Why would you risk landing among a bunch of them you’d only seen from five hundred feet up?”

I shrugged. She was right. I felt a little stupid for asking.

By that time, she was around behind me and put a hand on my shoulder and said, “At first we thought it a little bit odd, too, but we had time to talk about it and that’s what we figured. We decided—or maybe we just fooled ourselves into deciding—the behavior was exactly what we should have expected. Later that day, we fashioned a message. In one of the fields we’d been preparing to plant, we instead took a bunch of the bushes from the hedges we dug up and planted them in the shape of the word ‘hello’.” She smiled as she walked down to the other end of the table, but her eyes showed her sadness.

Bill said, “It seemed like the friendliest, shortest message to write. Everybody understands that, right?” He shook his head and rubbed his eyes while he muttered, mostly to himself, “Naïve. Stupid.”

I didn’t say anything about that. From the ground, the helicopters overhead must have looked like hope.

“The next day the helicopter came back, but it had another one with it,” said Grace. “Again, they circled around for half an hour and flew off. They never came down, never gave any hint of what their intentions were. We saw soldiers inside through the open doors, or at least what we thought were soldiers. This all went on with the helicopters coming and going for about a week, usually in the morning, sometimes in the afternoon. Each time they’d come, we’d go out and wave and urge them to land. They didn’t.”

“Eventually they did,” said Bill.

“Yeah,” said Grace, taking her seat at the table again. “One night we heard something different. It turned out to be Humvees, speeding down 15th Street from east to west. It was a surprise for us when they came. They drew a lot of attention from the Whites. But they didn’t stop. They slowed down just outside the north entrance and then sped off. After that, maybe we made the biggest mistake.”

“What was that?” I asked.

“We made another sign and hung it on the gate facing the street. It said, ‘Welcome. We’ll open the gates for you.’” Grace shook her head. “A few days later they showed up in force with their six helicopters and a couple dozen Humvees. We opened the gate. They drove in. Once all twelve Humvees were in, they opened fire. They didn’t say anything. They didn’t make any attempt to communicate. They just started shooting.”

Bill nodded in confirmation and his face took on an angry scowl. He wanted revenge and he was proud of that desire. But who wouldn’t be?

“Father Ben was walking up to greet the convoy,” said Grace. “He was one of the first ones killed. A lot of the Slow Ones were outside. They didn’t know what to do. They just stood there and watched while the men with the machine guns on top of the Humvees mowed them down. Most of the rest of us ran.” Grace was staring at the table by then and shaking her head slowly as her memory of the day replayed in her imagination. “People… good people… were being killed all around me. I don’t know how I managed it, but I ran for the south wall and climbed over. By that time, all the Crazies in the area were getting excited and were running for the walls. The helicopters went to work shooting down everything and everyone in the streets around the Capitol.”

Bill said, “Grace and I found each other a couple blocks outside the wall, in the lobby of a bank building. We watched the helicopters do their work and listened to the machine gun fire inside the Capitol grounds. Long story short, we herded up some of the escapees and ended up here.”

“Did many get away?” I asked. “Did some go to other places?”

Shaking her head, Grace said, “Not that we’ve found. You’re the first Slow Burns we’ve seen since the attack.”

“That’s awful,” said Fritz. “I can’t believe they didn’t even give you a chance to talk before they started shooting.”

Bill took offense, “If you were their prisoner like you say you were, then you could believe it. You saw how they are.”

“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, “ said Fritz. “I didn’t mean that literally. It’s just a figure of speech.”

Bill didn’t say anything about that. He glared at Fritz for a moment then looked over at Grace before saying, “Tell ‘em about Joseph.”

“Tomorrow,” she said. “Jazz and I drew scavenger duty tonight. We need to get out there before it gets too late.”

“I thought you guys said you go out in groups of four,” I said.

Shaking his head, Bill said, “Some things are a luxury. We don’t have that many of us left.”

I glanced at Murphy. He rolled his eyes. He knew what I was thinking. I said, “Murphy and I have been switching over to the night shift. We’ll tag along if that’s cool? I mean, if you don’t mind if we crash here for a day or two.”

“What?” asked Murphy. “I don’t work weekends.”

“Weekends?” asked Grace. “What day is this?”

“Ignore him.” I smiled. “Half of what he says is smart-ass bullshit.”




Chapter 52

We made quite an odd group, me with my machete and pistol, wearing my night vision goggles of course, Murphy in his goggles with his suppressed M4, and Grace and Jazz, both with knives, bows, and one pistol between them. They had nothing to aid their vision. They were taking a different tack on silent defense. Since they were still alive, it was obvious it was working for them.

Along the way through the tunnel, Grace explained that they’d fortified the lower levels of the old power plant, welding metal across all the windows, and sealing the doors. The only way in or out now was through the utility tunnel that led under Cesar Chavez Street over to the Town Lake side. All of the jagged pieces of metal and glass sticking out from flood debris mounds along the path had been placed there by our new friends to discourage Whites from wandering down. The thinking was that after a few sharp pokes, the Whites might turn around. Better yet, they were less likely to want to come back that way when they were out on their daily or nightly scavenging. The Whites were dimwits, but not completely stupid. They could be trained.

Along the way through the debris mounds, I whispered, “Do you guys have a plan on where we’re headed tonight?”

Jazz said, “We’ve mapped out the area, and we’re working our way systematically through. We’re headed to the Whole Foods grocery store tonight.”

“There’s still food there?” I asked.

She smiled and said, “The Crazies went through it early on and ate everything they could figure out how to put in their mouths. After that they made a mess of the place. Shelves are overturned. Trash is everywhere. The remains of the dead are in there, too.”

“Pretty much like everywhere,” I suggested.

“Yeah,” Jazz nodded as she kept an eye on our surroundings. “Like lots of places. We’ve been doing pretty well there. We’ve been going there for maybe three weeks.”

We were coming to the end of the path through the debris mounds and Grace said, “You two be quiet.”

Murphy shot me a look and grinned. He wasn’t impressed with Grace’s authoritative air.

We found ourselves walking uphill over what had been a small park adjacent to North Lamar, near where it crossed the river on a wide bridge. A block downriver from the North Lamar Bridge, a pedestrian bridge crossed the river as well. Just as we’d seen on our boat trip downriver a few months prior, both bridges were still jammed with cars and military vehicles, many burned. Even the park we walked through was jammed with cars abandoned there by people who presumably were going to chance a bridge crossing on foot.

Once we made it up to the street level and were able to see across the North Lamar Bridge, Grace urged us to be silent and careful—unnecessary warnings. Murphy and I had been out among the Whites plenty of times.

Murphy climbed up onto a car, looking around as he did so. With the night vision goggles, he and I were able to see so much more, especially what lurked in the shadows cast by the moon. He slowly scanned right and left, taking a bit of time to examine the darkness under the trees across the road.

Standing up and looking over the top of the car, I saw for myself that plenty of Whites were around, depending on your definition of plenty. I guessed maybe twenty or thirty were walking or scavenging in groups of a few or a half dozen. Deep in the shadows at the inside corner of a building I saw a group squatting down and huddling close, settling down for the evening. Through windows on a few of the buildings, I spotted Whites peeking out.

The number of Whites concerned me. I knew for each one I saw, there had to be hundreds visible, both near and far. Our experiences over the past few days had proven that. The thing that worried me about that was the question of how they were feeding themselves. Were Jeff Aubrey’s equations at work? Were his predictions true? I had no accurate way to take a headcount on Whites, but I’d hoped by now I’d be seeing a reduction in their numbers as they slowly cannibalized themselves. It didn’t seem like that was happening.

With all I’d seen with the Smart Ones and semi-Smart Ones and the whole spectrum of White behavior, I had to wonder whether they were intelligent enough to leave the city and search for food out on the farms, which had to be brimming with cattle and sheep. I wondered if they were eating the plentiful deer, maybe even the coyotes, stray dogs, and house cats. Jeff Aubrey’s equations never took any of that into account.

“Well?” Grace whispered to Murphy.

He wasn’t looking north up the three blocks to the Whole Foods grocery store, he was looking south at the battle’s aftermath on the bridge. Having been prompted by the sound of her voice, he hopped down and motioned for us all to lean in close. He said, “I saw a couple of those armored Humvees over there. I don’t know what shape they’re in, but there’s one that looks like we can get it out. It’s not jammed in by too many other vehicles.”

“For Fritz and Gabe?” I asked.

He nodded. “Unless we’re giving them a ride back to College Station, they need some transportation.”

“You’re always so thoughtful, Murphy.”

“You can’t get that Humvee,” said Jazz.

“Why?” I asked. “It’s right there. Like Murphy said, maybe we push a car or two out of the way but we can get it out.”

Shaking her head, Jazz said, “There’s a group of Crazies that live up there in the cars. They think the bridge is their turf.”

We didn’t have any normals with us, so our options for doing anything out in the open were greatly expanded. That included going out on the bridge and disposing of however many aggressive Whites lived up there. I said, “Fritz and Gabe need a safe vehicle.”

“We could always let ‘em get their own ride,” Murphy suggested.

Shaking my head, knowing I was putting a mask on my own reasons, I said, “They’ll get killed just trying to walk over there. I think there are way too many Whites around for them to get very far on their own.”

“Wait,” said Grace. “What are we talking about here? We’re supposed to be going to get groceries at Whole Foods.”

“Yeah,” I said.

Murphy slapped me on the back and looked at Grace. “Don’t mind him. Sometimes he looks for trouble for no good reason.”

“Why?” Grace asked sincerely as she gave me a look like I might truly be insane. “Doesn’t everybody get enough trouble for free these days?” She turned and headed for the sidewalk that led to Whole Foods.

Jazz smiled at me, shrugged, and followed.

Murphy said, “We’ll get the Humvee later.”

I huffed and tagged along.




Chapter 53

With Grace in the lead, and Jazz behind her spending too much time looking at the floor and nudging an occasional bottle with her toe to read the label, I followed them while Murphy took up the rear. We were working our way through an aisle of handmade soaps, shampoos, and lotions on the second floor of the Whole Foods grocery. Most of the bottles that had been on the shelves were now on the floor. They’d been trampled and kicked, and many opened as Whites had sampled what was inside to see if it was edible. When they’d discovered otherwise, they dropped the bottles and went on to other parts of the store. A tacky, multicolored mess now covered the linoleum underfoot and was evidence of all that had happened there.

Unfortunately, walking through it, peeling our feet off the ground with each step, and trying not to kick the empty bottles too loudly proved onerous and distracting.

At the end of the aisle, the wine section took up a whole corner of the store. Grace told us that among the countless broken wine bottles were hundreds of unopened ones. We all pretended that wine wasn’t a first choice and that calories were just calories these days, but we needed little convincing to head through the sticky shampoo aisle knowing what lay at the other end.

Clinking noises in the glass up ahead made it clear that something or someone was already rummaging among the overturned shelves and broken bottles. My guess was Whites. First off, they were being noisy. Normals still lucky enough to be alive and even Slow Burns had learned silence was always best. That and the noise didn’t seem to have any rhythmic order to it. Normal people engaged in tasks tended to do them in a steady fashion. So, any noise associated with the task tended to have a certain regularity. Whites were fidgety and random.

We were halfway up our aisle when a White peeked around the shelves to give us a look. He’d apparently heard us. No surprise.

He stared. He didn’t know what to make of us.

I hefted my machete. I already had a solution for him—him and what I was guessing were two or three others up in the wine section. They were the only ones making noise on this floor of the store. If any others were hidden, they were being quiet about it.

Grace looked over her shoulder in a quick glance at Jazz.

The White leaned out a little farther and stepped out into the aisle, exposing half of his body. He cocked his head.

Jazz nocked an aluminum-shafted arrow as she raised her bow.

Just loud enough for the sound to reach the end of the aisle, Grace whispered, “Are you a bad boy?”

The White’s eyes went wide. He tensed and took a step out from behind the aisle’s end cap as his mouth opened wide, baring his teeth. A howl just started in his throat as Jazz let fly the arrow that skewered the White’s head. He fell over, twitching and gurgling as he died.

Seeing the technique, I felt a little stupid. I’d have taken my machete and beat it on a shelf. Perhaps I’d have called out at the top of my lungs to get the attention of any Whites on the floor. Then, Murphy and I would have gambled that we could kill all that came running. Definitely a solution lacking the subtlety of Grace’s and Jazz’s method.

By the time we’d taken a few more steps, another White made her noisy way through the broken wine bottles and squatted beside her fallen comrade as she looked up at us.

Grace whispered, “Are you a good girl?”

The White immediately lunged as another of Jazz’s arrows buried itself in the infected girl’s chest, ending its life in an instant.

“Nice shot,” I whispered over Jazz’s shoulder.

She ignored me as she nocked another arrow.

Glass still clinked among the wine shelves. At least one more White was up ahead.

Stepping over the two Jazz had killed, we started to crunch glass under our shoes as we walked around the perimeter of what had been a large wine department.

Signs hung from the ceiling indicating the region the wine in the area below had come from. Beneath the Chile sign, we found a White, emaciated in clothes that hung off his thin frame. On his bloody knees with bleeding hands, he rummaged through bottles of wine both full and broken, catching cockroaches and stuffing the crunchy little beasts into his mouth. When he noticed us, he stopped what he was doing, looked blankly at us for a moment, and then went back to pushing bottles out of the way to scare up his prey.

“Are you a good boy?” Grace asked in her deathly whisper.

The White stopped and looked at her.

Jazz already had an arrow ready to fly.

After a moment of doing nothing more, the White turned back to his work.

“A Slow One,” she said to us.

Feeling a little guilt, I knew I’d probably have killed him had it been just Murphy and me in the store. We’d have dispatched the two predatory Whites with ease. Then, while our blood was running hot with the excitement of the kill, we’d have spotted Mr. Roach Wrangler, and I’d probably have lopped off his head. I asked, “You said you guys take the Slow Ones in. Is he coming back with us?”

Shaking her head with a sadness that seemed too profound for the situation, she said, “We can’t. Not anymore. When there were more of us. When we had a better place up at the Capitol we could take care of them. They could be productive. Now…” She shook her head and started to push through the broken glass with the toes of her boots again, looking for salvageable wine bottles.

Jazz left us and went back to the cosmetics and shampoo aisle, apparently making her way toward some coveted product she’d seen on our way through.

Murphy shrugged and followed her. He was thinking the same thing I was, “Don’t split up.”

I stayed with Grace. She picked up a couple of bottles of red wine. She read the labels, nodded approvingly and handed them to me. I pushed them into my backpack.

I said, “It really bothers you not to take them in, doesn’t it?”

Without turning my way, she nodded.

“Why?” For me, it was easy. Or at least it had grown easy. I recalled how I felt about Russell on first coming across him. If left up to me, I’m sure I’d have abandoned him in his house to fend for himself, just as he had been doing. Over time, though, I grew attached. He was a human. Perhaps that’s to say, in my mind I accepted him as a human and in a way, a friend. I felt a depth of responsibility for him that grew out of the attachment. It hurt like hell when he died.

Early on, I’d killed plenty of Whites. Hell, I was still doing it damn near every day. Some, I suspected afterward, were Slow Ones or even Slow Burns. That always bothered me when I had some downtime to think about it. The expressions on their faces—sometimes blank, sometimes vaguely pitiful—engendered a festering guilt that threatened my actions with doubt every time I faced a white-skinned monster.

Finally, Grace said, “It feels wrong.”

“That’s it?” I asked.

“Yes.” She stood up straight and looked at me. She pointed at the Slow One rummaging for roaches. “You don’t feel bad about leaving him here?”

I shrugged and looked away. I knew I should have felt bad. But I didn’t. Mostly I felt hollow.

I couldn’t get past the thought that I’d have simply killed The Roach Wrangler and I was starting to feel just as guilty as if I had.

Grace went back to her work. “I understand. I really do.” She picked up a tall, skinny bottle of some kind of white wine—a moscato. “This is so much better when it’s cold.”

“Calories,” I muttered, accepting the bottle for the collection in my bag.

Jazz and Murphy came over, apparently finished shopping on the cosmetics aisle. She pointed a thumb at Murphy, “We’re going to check back in the deli.”

Grace looked across to the other side of the store. “Don’t go so far that we can’t hear you.”

With plenty of sarcasm, Jazz said, “Yes mother.” Murphy smiled.

Unfazed, Grace went back to looking through the bottles. She turned the conversation back to the Slow Ones. “I’ve seen plenty of people lose their humanity.”

I wasn’t sure that I started with my humanity intact. But that was a long story of shitty parents that I preferred to leave in the black hole of my memory for as much time as I could keep it there.

“With all the death, all the violence,” said Grace, “people have to protect themselves.” She patted the center of her chest. “In here. In their hearts. Turning a callous eye on the world helps. For some—the weak ones—it’s the only way.”

“The weak ones?” I asked. “Wait. Are you saying I’m weak?”

“Take it however you want,” said Grace. “We’ve all been through indescribable brutalities to get where we are now. Some of us were strong enough to keep the best parts of ourselves alive. Some of us weren’t.”

I wanted to say, ‘Fuck you.’ Yeah, I’m just that eloquent. Instead, I muttered, “For some of us, maybe this is the best part.” I stomped off to check what lay down another aisle. I can’t say I was any more or less interested in what was still on those shelves. I just wanted to get away from Grace. She was pushing me to think about things I’d rather not.

I’d grown comfortable—well maybe not comfortable—perhaps I’d just reached a state of détente with what I felt and what I thought I should feel. I was okay with my stupid choices and my addiction to danger. I was fine going from day to day with few emotional ties. I was fine with the killing.

The guilt was a price I paid, a necessary toll.

Something about the killing filled an empty hole in me.

I found myself looking at boxes and boxes of empty protein bars and empty bar wrappers. They were scattered near knee deep on the floor. The Whites had figured out how to tear open those packages. I guess not a hard thing, it was the intuitive leap of knowing that something might be edible inside—that was the part that seemed like it should have been beyond the abilities of their simple brains.

I took my time as I sorted through the trash, finding bars as I went, using my effort in the trivial search to focus my attention and hide from my thoughts. The darkest parts of my soul were thriving in the chaos of a world turned murderous black, and bereft of dreams. I was a downcast demigod, slayer of monsters. I bore the machete that drained their veins, stole their breath, and cut the life from their hearts.

I was the void.

I was the Null Spot.

Maybe I really was.

But still, the guilt.

By the time I was halfway down the aisle, I had collected a few dozen bars and they were stashed in my backpack along with the bottles of wine.

Grace came wading down through the cardboard and silvery wrappers. When she stopped beside me, she asked, “Any luck?”

“I’m finding plenty,” I said.

“Mind if I help?”

“Of course.” I looked at her. “I know sometimes I get pissed, but it’s nothing. I’m not entirely comfortable with the things I’ve done to stay alive. But that just is what it is. I’ve got to deal with it in my own way.”

“I’m sorry,” said Grace. “I didn’t mean to sound like I was judging you. It’s just the kind of things I think about when I can’t sleep at night.”

Lying, I said, “I don’t tend to think of anything except staying awake.”

“Afraid of what might happen if you go to sleep?” asked Grace. “The Crazies might come?”

I smiled and almost laughed before admitting, “The nightmares get pretty bad.”

“That’s normal.” Grace found a full box kicked up under the edge of a shelf and gave me a challenging look.

“Beginner’s luck,” I told her.

“What do you think of everything that Fritz and Gabe told us?”

“I don’t know.” I shrugged. “What are you asking exactly?”

She said, “I’m thinking about going with them.”




Chapter 54

Grace’s announcement that she was thinking about going to College Station didn’t matter much to me. I barely knew her. I barely knew Fritz and Gabe. If I’d said I barely gave a shit, that would have been an exaggeration.

“Do you think they’re being honest?” she asked me.

I leaned an elbow on a shelf and said, “I think everybody lies about nearly everything.”

Grace shook her head and looked disappointed.

“But,” I continued, “I think it’s always been that way. Back in the old life, lies didn’t carry huge consequences so we just lived with them. Now, it’s different. When somebody deceives you, you end up dead.”

Murphy laughed.

I looked down to him and Jazz standing at the end of the aisle.

“See,” Murphy said, pointing at me and talking to Jazz. “That’s what I was talking about. When he goes into professor mode you might as well get a pillow. You can tell by that tone in his voice. It sounds like there’s a corncob in his butt.”

“Did you find anything good?” Grace asked.

Murphy slipped his backpack off his shoulder and held it open to show a load of cans and jars. He grinned. “This is my new favorite store.” Looking at Grace he asked, “What’s he lecturing you about?”

“Liars.” Grace smiled. “I was asking him if he trusted Fritz and Gabe. He went on about lying like he was the guy who discovered that humans don’t tell the truth sometimes.”

Murphy laughed loudly. “Oh my God. You already know what he’s like. I’ve been listening to this shit for like three months.”

Jazz giggled, looked at me and said, “What I heard sounded smart.”

I rolled my eyes. “Whatever.”

Grace looked at Murphy and said, “I’m thinking about going with them to College Station.”

Murphy nodded and put on a thoughtful face.

“If you go,” said Jazz, “I’m going too.”

Shaking her head, Grace said, “You don’t have to go just because I am. It could be dangerous. No, it will be dangerous. We don’t know these guys.”

“I don’t have any friends here.” Jazz looked down at the floor like she was ashamed of what she’d just admitted. “Just you.”

“You think about it,” said Grace. She looked back up at Murphy. “Well?”

“Man,” he said, “I don’t know. I hate to say it, but honestly, I’m with Zed on this kind of shit. People do some crappy stuff. As far as I can tell, Fritz and Gabe don’t have any motivation to lie. I’d be inclined to think Fritz is telling the truth. I don’t know if what they’re doing is worth the time or whether they can get it done. I know he believes it. I think he’s honest. If he was selling used cars, I’d sure buy one.” He looked at me. “What do you think, man? I mean without all the professor shit?”

I shrugged and looked back up at Murphy. “You about covered it, I guess. I pretty much think the same thing.”

Grace put a hand on my shoulder. “Thank you.”

“Why?” asked Murphy. “I know why the Valiant Null Spot crusades across Texas but what’s your deal?”

“The Valiant Null Spot?” I asked. “Are you ever going to let that go?”

Laughing, Murphy shook his head. He looked at each of the girls. “He’s got a thing about saving people and doing the right thing. I only hang out with him because he’s lucky as hell and he’s invincible. Those are his superpowers.”

Grace and Jazz were laughing by then. Grace said, “You guys are a hoot. I can’t remember the last time I actually laughed.”

I smiled and chuckled along. Why fight it? I said, “Murphy’s a comedian. That’s why I keep him around.”

When the laughing stopped, Murphy looked at us and said, “We should check and see if anybody heard us.”

He headed off to check the escalator by the deli.

I nodded at Grace and we waded back through the empty boxes. “We’ll check the stairs.”

When we were passing through the wine section, Grace said, “The Valiant Null Spot? He really gave you a superhero name?”

“It’s been amusing him since he woke up from the fever.”

“What did you do?”

“Nothing.” I headed down the cosmetic aisle that ran off in a direction perpendicular to the path of the protein bar aisle.

“Not nothing.” She punched me lightly in the arm. “Spill it. You’ve been pretending like you don’t care about people or anything and now I find out that’s not true. What’s the story?”

“You’ll have to ask Murphy,” I said. “As far as I know I’m just doing what anybody would have done.”

“Like what?” she persisted.

“You know,” I said. “You’re still alive. You’ve been through plenty of shit. Sometimes you have to make some choices.”

“Choices to help other people?” asked Grace. “That’s what it sounds like.”

Stopping and wheeling around to face her, I snapped. “And every time it turns to shit. Every single time. I’m not a fucking hero. I’m a bad luck charm who doesn’t mind doing all the evil shit I have to do to get from day to day. And I’m fucking good at it.”

We reached the staircase and I leaned over the rail to look and listen.

Grace whispered, “I think we’re safe. I don’t hear any more coming.”

Leaning back, I nodded.

“Why does he stay with you?” Grace asked me. “If you’re such a bad luck charm, feeling sorry for yourself so much, why doesn’t he ditch you?”

“Are you some kind of psychologist?” I asked.

“High school geometry teacher,” she said. “Along with algebra and trig. I’ve seen spoiled rich kids like you pull that sorry crap in my classes since you were putting your hands in your diapers and playing with your own shit.”

“I don’t feel sorry for myself,” I told her. “Look. I did a lot of crazy shit to help people when I thought I could do some good. I’m angry because most of those people ended up dead anyway. I’m angry at myself, not sorry.”

Shaking her head, Grace said, “Do you think you’re the only one? All of us have done good things to help each other and most of us are dead.” She pointed out through the glass wall facing West Austin. “All of those houses are empty except for corpses and Crazies. We’re all trying, Zed. We’re all failing, over and over and over. Despite that, you’re still here. I’m still here. Jazz and Murphy are here. We have to be doing something right. You can be a pussy if you want to—”

I laughed out loud.

“What?” she asked. “What’s so funny?”

“Sorry, I wasn’t expecting a geometry teacher to have the vocabulary of a sailor and call me a pussy.”

“Oh, God,” she said with a smile. “I’m stuck with a fifteen-year-old.”

“Pretty much.” How could I disagree? I’d been me my whole life.

Grace planted herself in front of me and said, “Don’t give up, Zed. Not now. If you can’t do it for yourself, do it for Murphy. It’s clear to everybody that he loves you.”

“What?” Sure, I wanted to spin it into a joke. That was the easiest way to deflect.

“Grow up,” she told me seriously. “He can’t lose you. You can’t lose him. At least stay in the game for that.”




Chapter 55

Having slept that day while the sun was up, I was wide awake, even though we were in the dead silent hours of the morning well before the sun was due to rise. We’d been back from the run to Whole Foods for a couple of hours. Most of the residents in the power plant were sleeping. A few stood watch.

With Murphy along, we made our way to the upper floor of the power plant and climbed through a broken window up onto some giant piece of machinery on the north side of the building beside the smokestacks—all left there, perhaps, to keep the character of the old building and drive up rents with a steampunk appearance. The silhouette of the Austin skyline stood against the stars. Far to the northeast, lights glowing on the roof of the basketball arena made it pretty clear that Baird’s helicopter assholes were still around.

Murphy asked, “How long will the car hold a charge just sitting out on the street?”

“I don’t know.” In fact, it wasn’t something I’d thought about. Would the batteries slowly drain whether the car was plugged in or not?

“What do you think about Grace and Jazz going off to College Station with Fritz and Gabe?”

“She’s a do-gooder,” I said. “She feels compelled to go.”

“Like a Mrs. Null Spot?” Murphy laughed.

“There’s no Mrs. Null Spot.” I shook my head. “Besides, she’s too old for me.”

“Well, maybe Null Girl, you know, kind of a sidekick role.”

Flatly, I said, “I thought you were my sidekick.”

“No, man,” said Murphy. “You’ve got that wrong. You’re Mighty Murphy’s surly sidekick.”

“Surly?”

“Don’t be a denier, man,” said Murphy. “If you’re going to be a surly little prick the rest of your life, at least be honest about it.”

I shook my head and muttered, “Not you, too.”

“Seriously, man,” said Murphy. “It’s time to move on.”

I didn’t say anything in response. Instead, I let my thoughts slip into my introspective rationalizations as I tried to piece together who I thought I was with who I thought I wanted to be—existential bullshit that twenty-something philosophy graduates like to dwell on.

It was all pointless.

I was a man with a pistol and a machete in a world that required me to put them to use. I had a kill-or-be-killed life. Nothing more. When I got tired of killing, I’d die. Life was simple. No gray, ambiguous questions to mull, no uncertainty about the future, only bleakness and pain until death.

“Man,” said Murphy. “You should start talking or something, you sound like you’re sitting over there getting pissed off over nothing.”

“What?” I gave him a dubious look. “How can you say that? I’m not saying anything.”

“The way you’re breathing through your nose,” he said. “It’s like you’re snorting like a raging bull or something.”

“Yeah, whatever.”

“Seriously.”

I sighed.

“What’s on your mind?” he asked.

I took a moment before I asked, “Honestly?”

“Honestly,” he said. “I’ll be your shrink. Spill it.”

“I’m tired,” I said. “Steph’s death hurt too much. I just don’t give a fuck anymore. You know what I mean?”

Murphy crinkled his eyebrows and asked, “You’re not going to jump off a bridge, are you?”

“I’m just tired of the pointlessness of it all.”

Murphy thought about things for a few minutes before saying, “You gave up.”

“How’s that?”

“It’s not ‘how’ anything,” he said. “You gave up. You go through the motions. I know you still get off on the adrenaline when the Whites are chasing us and shit. But that’s all you’ve got. You don’t care anymore. You don’t want to try. After Steph, you quit.”

“Quit?” I asked.

“You’re not suicidal,” said Murphy. “Maybe you’re too big a pussy to whack yourself. I don’t know. But you don’t care anymore.”

“I dragged you down here to the Capitol,” I protested. “What was that about if I’d given up?”

“Doesn’t matter what it was,” said Murphy. “It can be whatever you tell yourself it was. The truth is you’ve quit. Now I’m going to have to chase you around town until you finally do something stupid enough to get yourself killed.”

“Sorry.” Of course, it sounded like I didn’t mean it, but the truth was I did. I just didn’t want to accept what Murphy was saying.

“I talked to Grace for a while after we got back,” said Murphy.

I didn’t ask what they talked about. Since Murphy brought it up, I guessed they’d talked about me.

“I’m gonna go with Grace and Jazz.”

That felt like a punch in the face. It felt like more than that. My heart started to hurt all over again. He said he was going. He didn’t say we were going. I looked off into the blackness of the sky and croaked out, “Okay.”

“Okay?” asked Murphy. “That’s all you got to say?”

I shook my head. It was actually all I could say. I’d never had a friend like Murphy before and with all of my wallowing and bullshit, I’d fucked it up. He was tired of it. He was moving on.

What the fuck was I gonna do?

Exactly what I wanted to do, walk around among the Whites and slaughter them until something in my soul finally felt better.

After some time, trying to get used to the idea of Murphy bailing out, I finally said, “Grace has a good head on her shoulders. I hope whatever you guys end up doing out there in College Station helps.”

Shaking his head, happy to show me all the disappointment he was feeling, Murphy said, “Why don’t you come with us?”

“No,” I said, feeling admittedly sorry for myself. “You guys go ahead.”

“Man.” Murphy was frustrated. “This isn’t some kinda boyfriend-girlfriend-junior-high bullshit. Don’t do that. Look dude, I’m going with Grace because I want my life to be more than killing Whites and eating burritos.”

“Burritos?” I muttered. “I haven’t seen a burrito since August.”

“When I get killed,” said Murphy, “I want it to be for a good reason. I know you used to feel the same way. That’s why you tried to save Amber and her friends from the dorm that night. That’s why you blew open the door on that bunker and saved Mandi. That’s why you went all Tarzan at the hospital. That’s why you dragged me halfway across Austin and saved my ass after the riot at the jail. That’s why I’m trying to save your ass from yourself right now. You’re a surly little whiny shit, but you’re my friend. Pull your head out of your ass and listen to me. Let’s go do this thing with Grace and Jazz. Let’s do something with a little meaning to it instead of just running around this stinky-ass city waiting to die. Stop overthinking it. Life is simple now—fucked-up but simple. Get your shit together and come.”

I don’t know how long we sat there after that. I was shivering from the cold and staring at the stars, trying to work my way through the complex web of bullshit I’d woven inside my head.

Murphy, to his credit, stayed with me the whole time.

Maybe it was the cold. Maybe it was Murphy’s patience. Whichever, I finally circled through all the thoughts enough times to realize that Murphy was right. I said, “I’m sorry I’ve been such a useless turd. If you guys want me along, I’d like to come. I really would.”




Chapter 56

Before the dawn, Murphy woke Grace and explained that I’d be going to College Station with them. She seemed pleased with the choice. Afterwards he and I hiked through town in the dark to retrieve the Mustang. We’d had such good luck driving it around, I didn’t see myself using any other form of transportation in my future.

When night fell again, Grace and Jazz said their goodbyes and packed their bags with essentials and whatever belongings were worth carrying while running for their lives. That’s what it came down to, really. Anything in your bag slowed you down, so if it didn’t contribute directly to your survival, it better have some significant sentimental value. For me, I had nothing but a change of underwear, a change of socks, a plastic poncho, a synthetic down coat that was warm and could be balled and packed in the space of my fist. I carried food, ammo, water, lighters, and a few other such things. The only sentimentality attached to my kit was the Hello Kitty bag itself. But it was only along because it had proven so damn resilient, holding up to all the abuse I put it through. At least that’s what I told myself most of the time. At other times, it felt like my good luck charm.

Without much trouble, Murphy and Grace heisted the Humvee we’d spotted on the bridge the night before. The resident Whites on the bridge got pretty pissed about it but could only chase so far.

With Murphy driving that vehicle using his night vision goggles, me behind the wheel of the electric Mustang, with the girls, Fritz, and Gabe along, we zigzagged our way out of town and started navigating the narrow country roads east toward Aggieland.




The End

Well, not really the end. Slow Burn 8 will be out soon. The best way to get informed about when is to join my email list or Like my page on Facebook.

Email: http://bobbyadair.com/subscribe/

Facebook: http://www.facebook.com/BobbyAdairAuthor

 




While you’re waiting for Slow Burn 8

Here are links to the first books in a few of my other series in case you’re interested.

Ebola K – http://bit.ly/BBL-EbolaK1

A Terrorism Thriller with a bazillion reviews. Not the heart-pounding action of Slow Burn book but a little more in depth and complex.

Dusty’s Diary – http://bit.ly/BBL-DustysDiary

Fun and crass but be careful if you’re easily offended.

 




Finally, Reviews

I know (hope) now that you’ve gotten to this point, you just can’t wait to share with your friends or anybody who will listen just how totally jazzed you are about this book. While I do recommend that you tell all of your friends and relatives, I’d also be overjoyed if you’d go out to the retailer where you picked up the book and leave a few words (they call them reviews but all you have to type are a phrase or two) about what you liked or didn’t like about the book. For indie authors, it makes a huge difference for us in how often our books are seen and hopefully purchased by other readers.

Here’s a link for you to leave your review: http://bit.ly/BBL-SB7

Thanks for reading! – Bobby
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