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Foreword

Well, here we are again, back for Book 3 in the series. Thanks to all of you millions of readers who have enjoyed the first two books. Well, not millions at this moment, but perhaps at some point in the wildest dreams of my future. I hope Book 3 continues to make the story more exciting and engaging.

It occurs to me, having sent the book off for the final round of proofreads, that I forgot to run a count on the number of naughty words, something I usually do prior to editing. (I then replace at least some of them) In case you haven’t noticed yet, I have an irreverent attitude toward rules of unacceptable synonyms; those rules that society uses to tell us which words we can use in polite company and which we cannot. The bottom line is, I just don’t care.

I think that words are tools that groups of people use to repress other groups. Throughout history, people’s manner of speech (not just language) and word choice has identified them as part of a particular socio-economic class or ethnicity and as a result has subjected them to prejudice and oppression. I don’t want to be a part of any social system engaged in that kind of bullshit. So, I mount my personal protest by allowing my characters to express themselves just like regular folks.

And while we’re on the word thing, I came across the word Quixotry while reading an article on the word game Scrabble. Apparently Quixotry was played for 365 points in the highest scoring scrabble game ever.  Holy crap! I immediately thought, I’ve got to use that in one of my books. Well, I wrote it in, then out, then in, then back out again. In the end, I didn’t use it. It seemed too pretentious for the moment in the story where I’d added it. So, it’s out. But stay on your toes; I may use it in a later book. Actually, given Zed’s penchant for seemingly foolish quests, it might have been a good name for the series.

Now on to more traditional Foreword material.

Thank you Captain John Cummings for all the technical advice on military gear and weaponry. Apparently there’s more to real life than what one can see on YouTube. Oh, and to think that I had the trapezius and deltoids mixed up my whole life. It’s interesting and sometimes humbling to learn the truth about something you thought you knew.

Thank you Jeff Anonymous for some interesting discussions we had on the long-term consequences of seemingly insignificant plot choices early on in the story. That led so some substantial shifts in the storyline.

Thank you to my editors and proofreaders. The more the spirit moves me as I’m writing, the worse my grammar gets. You guys/girls have corrected a ridiculous number of mistakes.

Oh, I guess this is where I make promises about the next book in the series. March – April 2014 would be nice. That’s my goal anyway. Please don’t string me up if I don’t get there. But rest assured, that I’ll try, and of course, I’ll put the screws to very understanding editors/proofreaders to try to make a March deadline.

The rest of the series will probably run for three more books though I suppose I might wrap up the story in two. We’ll see. There are some ideas for the characters that I wanted to explore but I don’t see being able to get there with the direction that the story is moving in now. And I don’t want to write a series that rambles around for ten or twelve books before we finally get some resolution. So, those other ideas might sit on the back burner for a year or two while I figure out what to do with them.

Oh, and as you flip the pages, you’ll see that I added a recap (thanks Cathy) of the first two books for those you who have a life outside of memorizing every page that I write. : )

As many of you have found, I have a Facebook page, www.facebook.com/BobbyAdairAuthor, where I try to keep everyone updated on the status of upcoming books, and generally post anything interesting as I think it relates to the genre—right now there’s a very cool thing going on with pictures of old abandoned “post-apocalyptic” buildings that started with a random trip to the Texas panhandle ghost town of Perico, for a photo “safari.”

My website, www.BobbyAdair.com, is currently floundering in my procrastination. There’s really nothing there. The thing is, I write software at my day job and when I get home from a long day in the cube, the last thing I want to do is pop open my laptop and write some more code. So, as the joke goes…good thing I didn’t become a gynecologist.

I hope you enjoy the book.

 

Bobby




Previously, in Slow Burn:

Book 1 – Zero Day

Zed Zane wakes up hung over one Sunday morning and begins to fortify himself with vodka 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

Book 2 – 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.

 




Chapter 1

With Amber’s legacy, a flash drive in my pocket, I walked.

Russell followed.

What else was he going to do?

Through the university’s campus and into a neighborhood of old wooden houses, I walked past cars, corpses, and clothes. The dead left their remains where they gasped their last breaths and all the tidiness of the world flitted away in the breeze.

I had no destination. I had no goal. Dark thoughts of revenge and the stupidity of it followed me like the half dozen infected who each fell in line behind Russell, keeping step as we walked. Was social conformity so hardwired into the human brain that even the fever rot couldn’t burn it out?

Shadows shortened.

Summer heat shriveled hope as it boiled toward midday.

I wanted to douse myself in the kind of cheap tequila that starts punishing you the moment it passes your lips and mosh through my hate with some raging, slamming, metal music. Oblivion and numbness, so familiar, beckoned me. I wanted to forget everything.

Every single fucking thing.

I came to a stop. My entourage did the same. I stared at the sun and tried to sear the image of Amber’s bruised face out of my brain. But it wouldn’t go. Spots in my vision were all I earned for my trouble.

I wanted to squeeze Mark’s throat and see his eyes bulge, see his face twist, and hear the pinched sounds from his throat as he tried to gasp for breath. I wanted to revel in the ever-weakening pounding of his fists on my face, like a metronome winding down while his brain died from oxygen deprivation.

But he was more likely dead than alive, a probability that increased with each passing minute. He might be a slow burn or a raving cannibal, one of a million white faces, none of which I’d ever recognize again. Unless fortune one day smiled on me, I’d never find him. Revenge would only ever be a little nugget of unrequited, unfulfilled hate, weighing on my soul.

I needed to let it go, but I knew I never would.

Ahead of me, a medicine capsule of a car seemed suddenly to be in the middle of the road, offensively bland, obnoxiously shiny. It angered me beyond reason and my machete wanted sorely to punish it. So with black fire in my eyes, I attacked, hacked at a fender, and rent ugly scars in the soft metal.

Supportive even in violence, Russell was immediately beside me, beating on the hood with his baseball bat. And what the fuck was I going to do with him? Did I really need a Siamese twin?

My infected hangers-on assailed the car with their fists and smashed their skulls against the windows until the glass spider-webbed and caved in.

I jumped up on the hood and went after the roof with my blade.

The Whites tore at the car’s leather seats. Russell screamed. I roared. The infected joined. We were the destroyers, and our victim’s pieces fell to the asphalt.

Sweating and breathing heavily, I pointed my machete to the sky and screamed at God.

White clouds morphed into other white clouds and slowly slid across the blue and gray. Such was his answer.

I jumped down to the street and fell back on the hot asphalt—my dirty, matted hair my only pillow. The odor of unwashed sweat lingered over me. My knees and elbows were soiled and scraped. My arm, bandaged and scabbing still oozed pus from its own little infections. And the blood of the dead, of those Whites victimized by my bullets or my blade covered my clothes and skin in crusty, reddish-brown badges of every shape.

Tired, thirsty, hungry, spent, I stared into the mottled blue.

I was lost.

My childhood came to mind, and for the millionth futile time I tried to forget it all. But the Ogre and the Harpy had so branded the stench of their wicked ineptitude on my soul that I would forever carry those scars, cursed to hear the Harpy’s hiss, even when I breathed my last breath.

Forgetting is a skill learned by the lucky. I’d tried and tried, but always failed. In my failure, I’d watch over and over Jerome’s death while I hid behind a wall, I’d see Earl’s head explode in front of me as I ran across the street, I’d forever see Amber’s bloody, inanimate face.

Nothing in life is worth remembering. The past is something to escape from, nothing more.

On my feet again, I wandered through parts of Austin I’d never seen before. But no matter the street names, no matter the style of houses behind the curb, they were all the same—empty and lifeless, the realm of the infected.

But I was infected.

Was this realm now mine? King Zed and his dumb, white lackeys, destroyers of cars and screamers at the skies.

That was worth a laugh, but a laugh was a million miles from my heart. I was wallowing in self-pity over a girl I barely knew, and there was no rational explanation for it. I needed a way to get past it. I was rational enough to know that.

A house on a bend in Matheson Ridge Road with a wide, lush lawn and an open front door offered itself up as a distraction. The green grass was a thick carpet under my feet but it blackened my mood to imagine what would become of it when the electric grid failed and the automatic sprinklers stopped giving it life.

Curiously, there were no signs of violence on the porch and the front door was undamaged, apparently just left open, forgotten in a rush.

A soft, air-conditioned breeze whispered over me as I walked through the doorway. Behind me, Russell and our friends followed. Looking back, I saw that their faces showed no appreciation of the wonderfully cold air. “Oh, Russell. You poor, oblivious man.”

As soon as his feet landed on the tile of the foyer, I slammed the door in the face of the infected behind, knocking the first one back into the others, who fell on the porch and the stairs.

The doorknob clicked and I turned the deadbolt.

A few seconds later, the infected were beating and pushing on the door. It wasn’t the frenzied behavior that I’d seen so many times already—it was different. It reminded me of Russell in those moments after I jumped into that attic and he stood on the bed, yelling, reaching, and frustrated.

“Fuck ‘em.”

Russell followed me into a large living room with a fireplace twelve feet wide, built of raw stone stacked all the way to the ceiling twenty feet over our heads. The room was filled with expensive leather furniture and inexplicably ornate doodads. It sported a glass wall on the back that gave us a view over a wide, wooded ravine, with glimpses of Austin’s downtown buildings in the distance.

We had walked much farther than I’d have guessed.

Though I wasn’t conscious of it, I had to be dehydrated, and my stomach, tired of futilely telling me how hungry I was, had given up. Russell, poker-faced, quiet, unshaven, stinking of sweat, needed water and food as much as I, though I doubted he’d do anything to resolve it if I didn’t put it in front of him.

But should I?

The empathy that had allowed Russell to attach himself to me the night before was under assault from the blackness of my mood. Did the world have room for Russell? Could I, should I be his keeper? Would it be kinder to cut him loose and let him die or let him chase me all over Austin until we both fell to the tearing hands of the hungry infected?

The kitchen, that’s where we needed to be.

It was portioned from the living room by a giant marble-topped island surrounded by a dozen stools. The kitchen itself was as large as my apartment. Dual refrigerators built into a cabinet-covered wall proved to be well-stocked. Whoever had left this house had left us with a bounty.

Bottled water was the first casualty of our refrigerator raid. I opened one and put it in Russell’s hand, then turned him around and put another seven or eight in his backpack. As Russell gulped his water, I opened another bottle and did the same. The cold water poured down my throat, bringing near orgasmic satisfaction. I was thirstier than I knew. Dangerously so, perhaps. Staying alive with my virus-dulled senses was going to require a little more introspective attention.

With the water downed, Russell looked over my shoulder while I gathered up cold cuts, wheat bread, lettuce, and condiments. I dumped the sandwich fixings on the island and went to work stacking several thick sandwiches of expensive deli meats, aged cheeses, lettuce, and ripe tomatoes.

I parked Russell on a stool and jammed a sandwich into his hands. We ate.

I thought about Murphy and Mandi. Were they safe in Russell’s house, eating microwaved meals, sipping bottled water, and staying hidden from the infected massed around the charred dead behind the fence? How many hours had passed since Russell and I left? Could Murphy and Mandi be dead? Had it been long enough for that? Of course it had. I needed to get back to them, but I was drowning in emotions I didn’t understand and couldn’t process. I needed an outlet.

With a full stomach and the distraction of Russell’s noisy chewing fading into the background, I sat on my stool and looked across the glossy expanse of marble, out the windows, and down the long ravine. The twenty-eight floor UT Tower stood several miles distant.

Smoke hung like an ashy fog over the city and washed color and clarity from the world until it just faded into horizonless gray. High above, black billows of smoke from the Houston refinery fires rolled west. What was it, a week since Dan killed the Harpy and bit me in the kitchen? And now the old world was casting about in messy throes of death.

Following the city’s skyline from the tower south, the basketball arena stood beside the highway like a giant snare drum. Just to the right of that lay the Brackenridge hospital complex. I strained my eyes to tease details out of the distance, but none would come.

Steph was in one of those buildings. Dead? Possibly. Probably.

I fished my phone out of my pocket. It was silent and held no unread messages.

I blinked as though tears were in my eyes, but I’d spent all of my tears over Amber’s body. There were no more left to fill the Harpy’s cup.

Wicked, destructive thoughts slowly coalesced in my mind. Trying to find Mark would be a waste of time at best, so killing him wasn’t going to happen. Perhaps surrogates would feed the hunger for now. I needed to busy my hands in the bloody work of catharsis.

Steph, dead or alive, somewhere up in Brackenridge, was convenient enough to rationalize the violence that was brewing within me. Better to know for sure if she was dead than to ruminate over it later. At least that’s how the rationalization came together.

Null Spot—no, Null Spot the Destroyer—had work to do.




Chapter 2

With Russell close behind, I went into the garage, hoping for a wink of good fortune in the form of a sturdy automobile. Instead, the rows of decorator lights twinkled on a fat, low-slung motorcycle built to rumble as much as roll. Its chrome sparkled. Its leather gleamed. To ride it would be tantamount to suicide.

Back through the kitchen door, on the wall by the fridge, I spotted a key hanger with three empty hooks and a fourth with a key ring dangling down. The leather key fob was adorned with a wicked death’s head logo hanging beside two keys and a garage door opener.

They had to be for the bike.

I stared at those keys for many long moments. My belly was full. My thirst was gone. Manufactured cool air, underappreciated just a week before, bathed me in its luxury. I was safe. I could lay on a couch and watch a movie. I could pretend, at least for a while, that the world wasn’t going to shit.

But I burned with a hate and a need.

"Fuck it!" I grabbed the keys and marched back into the garage, slamming the door behind me to trap Russell in the house.

He howled.

I threw a leg over the dormant black machine and slipped the key into the ignition. With my heel, I pushed out the old-school kick-starter and put my weight into waking the engine. It rumbled to deafening life in the enclosed space. I doubted it could rocket down the road like my old repossessed Suzuki, but it sounded powerful enough.

The garage door clicked with a satisfying snap under my thumb and I slid my sling around to level my M4 at the tiny, widening gap of daylight.

The first White to crawl under the door got extinguished before his crazy eyes ever saw me. I shredded the legs of two more with 5.56mm bullets before the door was halfway up. They were busy bleeding out when the door stopped at the top. More infected ran up the driveway and were massacred for their trouble.

With no others in sight, I slipped the M4 around in its sling so that it was on my back. I ran my fingers over the handle of my battered machete and checked that my pistol was handy in its holster. I put both hands on the handlebar grips, revved the beast, and raced out into the street like a thunder god riding a storm.

The heavy bike hugged the pavement as I leaned hard into a left turn at a reckless speed. I took a right and then zigzagged through the neighborhood. A wall of sound stunned the infected as I blazed past. Pale white faces popped out of bushes and up from behind parked cars, all too late to make a dash for the road and cut me off.

At 38th Street, I headed east. I opened up the throttle and blew past North Lamar Boulevard at ninety. I had to brake and swerve through the cars that cluttered the roads around Seton Hospital. I turned into another grid pattern neighborhood and repeated my zigzag tactic to avoid collecting infected on the road ahead of me. Helpfully, the motor’s throaty growl echoed among the houses, sending the infected scurrying in wrong directions.

Wind pulled through my hair and tugged at my shirt. Parked cars, trees, and houses flew past in a blur. Whites appeared on the roadsides and disappeared behind. At Red River Street, I cut a hard right and let the bike’s big engine sweep me past the eastern edge of the university campus toward the looming basketball arena and the tall hospital buildings to the south.

Luck, rumble, and speed were the only things keeping breath in my lungs and infected teeth out of my flesh. But I’d lose two of those when it came time to get off the bike. With the hospital less than a mile south, only luck would be left.




Chapter 3

Among the toppled barricades and abandoned military vehicles ahead, the infected froze in their steps and locked me in their famished stares. As I came up beside the basketball arena I checked my flanks for Whites.

None.

I squeezed both brake levers and the bike skidded to a stop.

A cannonade of sound echoed between the buildings as I held the clutch and revved the engine, tempting the infected into a run. Mouths stretched and white faces contorted in desperate need. Running feet stomped the asphalt, carrying the graceful fast and the clumsy slow.

Arms swung and dirty hands grasped.

Howls drowned in the storm.

In seconds, the horde bloated from hundreds to thousands, as debilitated brains reckoned that I represented a more attainable meal than those who defended themselves on the hospital’s upper floors.

As the Whites drew near, I let go of the clutch, leaned the bike into a turn, and blasted toward the north end of the arena, slowing enough to make certain that I didn’t elude my pursuers. I hopped the bike over a curb and drove up onto the wide plaza that encompassed the arena.

Compliant so far, my cohorts followed, tempted by the revving engine and a quarry that seemed too slow to lose them. I followed the curve of the building and came around into a southerly direction again. A few crazy Whites were off to my left and a few were dashing toward me from the front, teeth bared and fingers digging at the air.

I crested a concrete knoll on the south end of the arena and saw that the hospital complex was relatively clear. Nearly all of the infected were busy chasing the mob around the other side of the arena. Abandoned vehicles, barricades, bodies, and angry, straggling infected were the only impediments to speed. As fast as I could without skidding the bike, I slalomed down the grade, past frustrated crawlers and chasing Whites.

Behind me, the shrieks of the infected swarm swelled the hot air and pushed me to go faster, pushed me to greater risk. To my right the tail of the fetid host, the slowest among them, had not yet rounded the arena, and was in fact just coming up to it. They spotted me and changed course, howling their good fortune to the clouds.

I mocked them with my glare. I was Null Spot the Destroyer! Their greedy, grasping fingers would touch nothing but air.

But the Null Spot could extrapolate, and a quick mental exercise told me that I needed to get to my goal faster than my current course and speed allowed. The race was on.

The big bike’s engine thundered back to angry acceleration, trying to pull me off the back. A crawler under my wheels nearly sent me into a skid, but I was on a beeline and out of choices. The bike hit a curb hard and bounced up in the front. I thanked God that the back wheel didn’t shatter as it bumped over the same curb and spun wildly on dead grass. Seconds later I bounced off of another curb, and my tires caught asphalt just a few dozen feet from the entrance to the parking garage across from the hospital.

Five floors of concrete and empty automobiles would hold no interest for the infected so it had to be empty; such was the foundation upon which my hastily conceived plan was built.

With nothing ahead but empty asphalt, I pushed the bike hard as three or four particularly fast infected chased. I rounded the motorcycle into the garage’s east entrance as gravity’s fingers tugged me down. Rubber burned on concrete as I braked and slowed for a right turn up the ramp. I twisted the throttle. The engine’s reverberations hammered courage into my veins.

I flew up the ramp and braked into a hairpin turn onto the second floor. Now I was aligned for the ramp up to three. Empty cars sat alone in their parking spaces. Not a single White was in the garage. If I hadn’t needed both hands to control the beast beneath me, I would have patted myself on the back.

I passed the fourth floor too fast to think about it. The ramp to five spit me out into hazy gray sunshine on the top level. Bare, sun-bleached concrete, flaking yellow stripes, and a few dusty cars were all that waited for me there. I squeezed hard on the brakes and the bike skidded to a stop a near the door to an enclosed stairwell. Hopefully the only thing waiting inside would be the reek of fermenting transient urine and stale cigarette smoke.

The engine died when I turned the key and a peaceful silence existed for the second it took me to make out the wails of the infected, echoing up from the floors below. I dropped the kickstand, left the key in the ignition, and stepped off the bike. With my pistol in hand, I ran to the door of the stairwell and peeked in through the small glass window.

There was no movement, so I opened the door and slid inside, closing it silently behind.

I held my breath and listened.

Nothing.

A wicked grin stretched my lips. In spite of my supremely bad choice to ride that noisy motorcycle across town, my luck had held. I was alive. The stairwell was empty. I rushed downstairs, euphorically riding a wave of overconfidence that hid a riptide of anger churning in despair over Amber’s death.

I exited the parking garage on the south side, unnoticed and unaccosted by the infected trying to jam themselves into the car entrance on the east corner. But the noise from above had ceased, and short attention spans were losing interest. The infected started to look around for other prey. Mostly, they were drawn back to the muffled gunshots coming from inside the hospital.

That wouldn’t last much longer.

Null Spot the Destroyer still had an imagination full of bad ideas and a pocket full of stupid to spend.

Far up the street, closer to the arena than the hospital, I spied a Humvee sitting on the grass. Its doors were swung open and a big machine gun was mounted on the top. With that, I could sweep my soul clean of the painful clutter and put it back into stark order.




Chapter 4 

A crust of blood covered the seats and floors of the Humvee, gluing down shreds of uniforms and bits of bone. Pieces of equipment and empty boots littered the ground around the vehicle. Keeping a wary eye on the infected still frittering near the parking garage entrance, I spent a few minutes looking for full magazines to top off the ammo for my M-4. Nothing for the Glock but I even found a grenade. Those were rare, but very handy to have around.

Back inside the Humvee, I climbed up through the roof hatch and familiarized myself with the mechanisms for opening, closing, and latching it. That was the kind of thing a careful, smart person would do, the kind of person who had a chance to live through the day, the kind of person I aspired to be, though the morning’s activities might have suggested otherwise.

I took my time fumbling around with the big machine gun while images gelled in my mind of dead Whites, all with Mark’s pious whack-job face piled high in the dirt.

A big rectangular box for fifty-caliber rounds was attached to the side of the gun. It was empty, but a glance down into the Humvee confirmed what I’d noticed on the way up: another half-dozen boxes. I slipped down through the hatch and checked each box. Two were empty and four were full of big brass cartridges stuffed with cordite and plugged with fat lead slugs, each nearly the length of my hand from wrist to fingertips. Some had colored tips, most didn’t.

I hefted a canister up to the roof as quietly as I could manage and replaced the empty canister mounted on the side of the gun. My heart started to pound with morbid excitement over the power that was coming together in my hands.

There was a gap on the side of the gun that looked like the place where an ammo belt might feed into it. I played around with every moving piece I could find. I found the safety. I figured out how to load it and guessed that the curved lever on the back of the gun, perfectly positioned for a thumb to press while holding the two handles, had to be the trigger.

Satisfied that I had it right, I scanned the hospital grounds. There were perhaps twenty infected close enough to make a dash for me when the shooting started. Eight or nine were grouped in a dense shadow under an oak. They presented a nice, big target. They would die first.

A staircase attached to the side of the hospital caught my attention. It was encased in walls of glass filled to bursting with squirming white bodies. I had no idea what the effective range of the machine gun might be, but I was going to fire on the stairwell a block to the south and find out.

I crawled back down and took a moment to pull up the handles on the Humvee’s combat locks. I thought about putting a second ammunition canister on the roof beside the machine gun so that I could reload faster, but a look back at the infected spreading out as they exited the parking garage convinced me that wasn’t a good idea. I’d be lucky to empty the gun’s first belt before those infected were on me.

Back up through the top hatch, I pulled back on a big crank handle on the right side of the gun, guessing that was the first step to firing the weapon. I pointed the gun at the pod of infected under the tree.

The Ogre and the Harpy.

I pressed the trigger.

The gun bucked more than expected and half of the rounds went wild. But enough of them didn’t.

A head exploded. Gouts of blood burst from bodies. Limbs were severed. Bodies crumpled to the ground. Red mist hung in the air.

“Holy shit!”

It was loud, though nothing like I expected. It did command the attention of every infected in sight, and that was expected, as was what followed. They were all running directly at me.

With the power of leaden lightning in my hands and the Ogre and the Harpy to calm my breathing, I let loose again with the big machine gun and shot down all of the infected nearby, clearing a zone that stretched for a couple hundred rapidly shrinking yards.

A great host of Whites flowed out of the parking garage, running through the exits and tumbling over the waist-high walls. Their wails drove the wind before them, wavering my resolve. But fear was no newcomer to me. I measured my chances and pointed the gun at the glass stairwell, sending a stream of big bullets down range.

Tracers drew a fiery thin line of destruction through the shattering walls and disintegrating bodies. Razor sharp crystal shards and pieces of what used to be people rained down on the infected below. Blood and agony filled the air.

Then, with an anticlimactic click, the ammunition belt came to its end.

The raging horde from the garage was frighteningly close.

I let gravity pull me down into the Humvee, closing the top hatch as I fell through. I latched it just as the first infected hit the Humvee in a mad rush. I jumped into the driver’s seat as a second and third pounced on the vehicle. I needed to get moving! If the Humvee got swarmed, I was sure I’d die.

Realizing that I’d assumed that the Humvee had gas in it, knowing I should have checked, knowing it with that sinking feeling in my stomach that tardy knowledge always brings, I pushed the ignition button with a prayer on my lips.

The engine rumbled to life.

Thank God!

I slammed the vehicle into gear and mashed the accelerator to the floor and the Humvee started to roll. These damned things never seemed to have enough pep. Infected hands grabbed onto the Humvee where they could and dragged their owners on the ground as I lumbered away. A White was on the hood. More were on the roof.

Trundling toward the arena, I checked over my shoulder to make sure the mob was giving chase. But not wanting them to give up, I kept my speed controlled.

It worked once. Why not again?

Down to five miles per hour, the mass of infected quickly closed the gap. Others who had been lurking around the arena saw the slow-moving Humvee and came at me. I felt their impacts on the vehicle as they tried to tackle it or jump on.

At the north end of the arena, I sped up a little. A few infected fell off of the Humvee. Those on the roof might become a problem if I didn’t get rid of them.

Rounding the west side of the arena, I headed back south toward the parking garage and coaxed some more speed out of the Humvee. There was still a trickle of infected coming out of the parking garage, but not enough to bring the five thousand pound vehicle to a stop when I ran them down.

I swayed the Humvee left and right and lost a few of the Whites that had been clinging to the roof. I jumped a curb without slowing and bounced a few more to the ground, breaking their bones and bloodying their skin as they skipped across the ground like stones on water.

Then I was in the trickle of infected coming out of the garage, and the Humvee’s heavy steel brush guard mowed down them down with little effect on my momentum.

With many dead in my wake and way too much blood on the hood, I turned into the parking garage just as another of my potentially foolish assumptions occurred to me. Was the garage tall enough to accommodate the Humvee and its roof-mounted machine gun?

I clenched my teeth as I passed under the first concrete support beam.

Nothing!

The height in the garage had apparently been designed to accommodate those big four-wheel drive pickups so popular in Texas. Good for me!

Goddamn good for me!

Following the ramps back up one after another, I converted a dozen more infected from toothy hazards into slippery speed bumps. I reached the end of the ramp on the top level and brought the Humvee to a skidding halt near the waiting motorcycle and the stairwell door: my escape route.

The top level of the garage was once again empty.

Fantastic!

I jumped into the back of the truck and popped open the top hatch. As quickly as I could, I shoved three canisters of fifty-caliber ammunition up on the roof.

Enraged screeching welled up from the lower levels, confirming that my plan was working. The infected were pouring back into the garage.

I fumbled, trying to load a belt into the machine gun as fast as my one practice session allowed. But my luck held. Everything clicked into place and I pointed the utilitarian weapon down the ramp.

The infected would arrive any moment. And on cue, they did. First a few, then a few dozen, then a solid, riotous mass of white flowed around the corner and onto the ramp fifty yards down.

I depressed the firing lever.

Nothing!

“Shit!”

I looked down at the gun as though my anxious expression would admonish the weapon into proper performance.

“Shit!”

Aside from wishing I were elsewhere, the thing I wanted in that moment more than anything else was to kick Arnold Schwarzenegger in the balls. This kind of shit always worked in the movies!

Options?

The horde was too thick to drive through.

The door to the stairwell was just a dozen feet behind me.

It was time to bail.

Then I remembered…

With seconds that could have been used for escape dwindling away, I instead bet my life on the big handle on the right side of the gun. I yanked it back with all the strength that panic could bring to bear and pointed the weapon at the closest of the infected.

I pushed down on the firing lever with both thumbs and Null Spot was instantly transformed from frightened pants-pisser into fiery god of thunder.

Slaughter!

A heavy lead torrent ripped through packed bodies. Each bullet shredded two, three, and four deep among them. Instantly, a hundred surrogate Marks died most satisfyingly with agonized grimaces on their pinched faces.

The vanguard became a slippery, bleeding, red and white wall. The mass behind surged and stalled, but then flowed up and over, a river of rage and tearing fingers.

In a ridiculously small number of seconds, the first ammo belt ran dry and as I looked down the throat of a million gnashing teeth, I knew my plan was fucked.

In my imagination, I’d been able to kill so many Whites that they’d clogged the ramp with their bodies. I’d been able bide my time as I sprayed the glass stairwell and hospital grounds across the street, clearing an escape path for everyone trapped inside. Then I’d walk leisurely down the stairs to my hero’s welcome.

Oops.

There was no time to load another belt and still kill the new vanguard of bloody runners sprinting to tear my lungs out.

It was time for me to run.

I wriggled up through the hatch and jumped off the roof of the Humvee, falling through the air with my eyes on the salvation of the stairwell door. With adrenaline pumping at full tilt and my heart banging out a fierce rhythm, I saw, but didn’t register, the absence of the stairwell’s light through the door’s window.

I hit the concrete running, closed the gap to the door in a flash, and grasped the handle. As I turned it, the crazed face of an infected woman smashed itself harshly against the glass. The door burst open, knocking me back. I tried to catch my balance as a mass of infected fell over one another, roiling through the gap.

“Oh fuck!”

Breathe! 

Breathe!

My hands were instantly on my M-4. My fingers, now practiced and intimate with the gun, sprayed a dozen rounds into the pile and bought me a few seconds of life in which I tried to think of a way out.

But there was none.

I ran toward a corner of the parking structure, not with a plan, but because that was the only direction that wasn’t already crawling with infected monsters bent on killing me.

I made it to the corner and emptied a magazine at the running Whites closest to me.

Out of some primal instinct, I climbed up on the top edge of the six-inch wide wall, trying to get above my pursuers and completely ignoring the five-story drop to the ground below. A large square support pillar on the corner offered me another two feet of height. A few fast, precarious steps ended with a teetering jump. I landed on a square of concrete, at face level with a thousand Whites and their grasping hands.

But what was a kick in the face to a beast that felt no pain?

They were going to tear my skin and shred my flesh. My heart would pump its last between the teeth of a virus-tainted horror.

With a million simultaneous thoughts of death and desperate deliverance blazing through my synapses, my hands automatically pushed another magazine into my rifle. Before the trigger sent the bullets flying, I caught sight of movement down to my right, on the side of the parking garage, where abso-fuckin’-lutely no movement should have been.

It took a few nanoseconds of full attention to process what I saw. But with only seconds left to live, that was an immeasurable investment.

It was a banner!

An enormous, nylon mesh banner fifteen feet wide and forty feet long hung from the top edge of the wall and reached down to somewhere around the second floor. That bottom edge was still too far off the ground to risk a jump, but that was thinking too far ahead. I’d likely be dead before that became a problem.

Was that it? Was that my only miniscule chance?

I glanced back up to the oncoming mob, emptied my magazine to clear the closest of them and jumped off the concrete corner support. Two seconds later, I had the top edge of the banner in my grasp with my boots slipping off of the wall’s gritty edge.

The Ogre and the Harpy. The Ogre and the Harpy.

Going off the side of the building was a terrible, shitty, awful choice, with an infinitesimally small chance of being alive at the bottom. But no matter how fast my brain spun, there was no other way. Once those clutching white fingers caught my clothes, my chances of continuing life would hit absolute zero.

Infinitesimally small looked good.

I squeezed my hands and tried to bunch the taut nylon into something easier to hang on to as my legs flailed out over the drop. Before I had time to hope for the best, gravity seized me and pulled me madly toward the sidewalk far below.

I held on to the banner as tightly as I could, but the nylon slipped rapidly through my grasp, friction heating and tearing my skin. To put a damper on my acceleration, I pulled my feet in to squeeze the mesh between the rubber soles of my boots.

I started to slow. I had half a thought that I might live.

My boots hit something solid and kicked my feet out to the sides. Before I could shit my pants at that surprise, my hands caught onto a round metal rod sewn into the bottom edge of the banner, and I came to a joint-rending halt, hanging twenty feet above the ground.

“Holy shit!”

I was alive?

Frustrated shrieks cascaded down.

I looked up. “Oh no!”

One was climbing over the wall.

Like a fish on a line, I wriggled my body to swing the banner and out it went. Then back. Not far enough.

A White fell past me, grabbing at my boots, screaming not out of fear, but out of frustration for my being beyond her grasp. She hit the sidewalk in a sickening combination of thump and splat. The banner swung out further, then back.

Trying to time the rhythm of my bodily gyrations to the slow rhythm of the banner’s swing, I went way out over the sidewalk just as another infected woman came sliding down the center of the sloping banner. Her weight helped push it back toward the garage. She missed me by five feet when she slipped past with just enough of an arc to drop her past the sidewalk and into the grass with a sound of breaking bones wrapped in tearing flesh.

On the backswing, I flew into the gap between the second and third floors. Suddenly, with concrete just four or five feet below me, I let go. I landed roughly, bruising knees and scraping elbows. My weapons clattered on the floor as I rolled but my sling didn’t slip off. My Glock stayed in its holder. Only my machete slipped away.

The few infected running through the second level looked at me but didn’t slow. The party was upstairs. Any White with ears could hear that.

With bloody, jittery hands, I gathered my machete and crawled to a shaded corner where my breath wheezed out in a nervous rattle. The coolness of the concrete offered what comfort it could while I assimilated the fact that due to little more than luck, I’d just lived through that ordeal. My heart started to slow and my nerves began the long process of winding back down.

I ventured a look down at my torn, blistered hands and thanked the virus that most sensations of pain were in my past. The hands were still functional, but they’d need attention, and soon. Such was the latest price I paid for my life.

Camouflaged in gleaming white skin, crusty bloodstains, and body odor, in that moment I exhibited none of the noisy behaviors of the tasty immune. The infected continuing through the second floor ignored me. I leaned my head against the wall, and for a moment, closed my eyes. Exhaustion was knocking at the door.

I was emotionally drained, empty, as lost as I’d felt before I tried to fill the hole in my heart with the murder of Mark’s proxies. After so many years of being the dog that Dan kicked, couldn’t violence cure my rage, salve my sadness just once?

Residual adrenaline coursed through my veins. My hands were unsteady. I needed time to regroup. I breathed in hot, smoky air. I smelled blood and cordite.

The angry yowls of the infected mixed with the shrieks of the dying.

I tried to clear my mind and disappear, even for just a second, but images of dead faces haunted me: Jerome, Wilkins, Earl, the Ogre, the Harpy, Felicity, Marcy, and a thousand white faces that used to be human. No, were human. Just unfortunate, diseased humans.

Amber was in that procession. Steph’s dead face would join soon. The virus was very effectively killing off every person to which I had even the tiniest connection.

The virus was binging on humanity, one overflowing spoonful after another, and with each death, human civilization ticked inexorably toward its end. And what the virus didn’t destroy, the natural entropy of the universe would. Long held at bay by human arrogance, it would soon crumble the fragile foundations of the world. Fires burned in east Austin. Blazing refineries in Houston disgorged untold tons of toxicity. The reactors would eventually melt down, and our failing dams would wash the reactors’ Chernobyl waste into the oceans, killing everything in the marine world as well.

Empty skyscrapers would be tombstones to our dead cities. Satellites would fall from the sky. When the blood of our dead was washed away by time, the rusting carcasses of a billion cars would again stain the earth red.

How much of that would I live to see? Did I want to see any of it?

Did I want to face a future alone among the mindless monsters?

Alone!

Lost in the blackness of my mood, my scavenged cell phone buzzed in my pocket, teasing me with evidence of another life that would soon come to a violent end.

I wanted to cry, but the Ogre and the Harpy had beaten so, so many tears out of me, and nothing seemed to anger them more than a little boy’s tears.

I felt like I was twelve years old again, alone and imprisoned in a heartless world with countless days of pain in my past and endless days of fear in my future.

And I knelt at Amber’s body while Russell’s wails vocalized my pain.

The cell phone buzzed again.

And Jerome—cowardly, lying, useless Jerome—killed for no reason at all. What the fuck was that?

Was there a path forward, a road out of the darkness? Could I once again find in myself the strength that stood me before the Ogre’s wrath so many years ago, or would life’s cruelty finally prevail?

As I searched my heart for that answer, the cell phone vibrated for half a second, then cut short.

Whether the battery in the phone, the life at the other end, or the hope of the caller—something else had just died.




Chapter 5

I thought about a buddy of mine from seventh grade, Benny Clark. We met after school one afternoon to settle with our fists some little something so trivial that memory misplaced it almost immediately once it was over.

We fought that afternoon, or more accurately, we boxed. But I didn't try; not really. Benny was a smaller kid than me, and that made a real difference at that age. And though we were fighting, he was my friend, and I had no desire to hurt him. He wasn't big enough to pack a punch that could hurt me. So, the fight was destined to go unresolved.

But assistant principal McQuig, being much more observant than I’d have given him credit for, caught us both and hauled us to his office. He laid a choice on the table: we could take the paddle, or he would call our parents to explain the suspension.

Well, that was a no-brainer for both Benny and me. He opted for the combo pack—the call and a suspension. I asked to the point of begging for the paddle.

Paddling was punishment with an end. I'd bend over the desk and McQuig would haul back for a baseball-style swing and lay into my ass with all his gray-haired might. There was no defined number of swats for fighting, nor for any offense. Punishment ended when McQuig's temper settled, or his back and shoulders grew tired. This usually happened between three and five swats.

It was a difficult dynamic to predict. In the mornings, McQuig was full of energy and ready for five; not so much in the afternoon. But in the afternoons, his temper was short from a long day of dealing with the likes of me, so he was more inclined to shoot for five.

I took five that day. Perhaps my frequent flyer status was built into the equation somehow.

In spite of paying the price, however, I was too naïve at that age to understand how things really worked in the world. At the time, Dan was an assistant principal at another school in the district. I guess it only made sense that he knew McQuig.

Perhaps McQuig called to tell Dan of the favor he'd done him by tanning my hide. All I knew for a fact was that when Dan got home from work that day, he felt compelled to bellow at me for what seemed to me to be a thousand times, "You wanna fight? You wanna be a boxer? Is this what you wanna do? You wanna embarrass me?"

Of course the questions were all rhetorical. They were not to be answered with my words, nor Dan's.

The answers were in Dan's knuckles.

He beat me all the way through my fear and my pain, leaving only a crusty residue of anger and hate that I carried to school the next day, where a hundred snickering laughers pointed at my bruised face. Humiliation is such a powerful motivator in seventh grade.

So on the fourth day, when Benny returned to school, I found him in the hall. He smiled at me the way he always smiled when he saw me. I didn’t smile back. Instead, I beat him down. With each pound of my fist, Dan's anger rolled through me and down to Benny. And when I was done, Benny looked like me, with fresh blood running from his mouth and nose. He had hollow, helpless eyes that understood something new about cruelty in the world.

I got eight swats from McQuig that day. Perhaps a new record. I got suspended, and Dan beat me daily until I went back. But what the fuck; he probably would have beaten me anyway.

What I should have learned about catharsis that day was the lesson that eluded me every time I ever I let my anger run free. Catharsis is a bullshit concept.

Benny had been my best friend for years before that fight. After I beat him in the hall, he never spoke to me again. All that catharsis did for me was cost me a little piece of my humanity.

Slaughtering Whites for what Mark did to Amber was like that. When the rage flowed and the Whites died, it felt like something, something with a frightening name. But after, I felt like a death camp Nazi who’d finally looked into one too many pairs of sunken eyes.

And now I sat in a humid charnel house of my own making, having tried to assuage a vindictive rage with the murder of the wrong people. Mark had to die for the world to ever be right again. In my mind, it was a necessary step. But I knew that was also an indulgence of the darkness, a choice to forever cultivate a hate. It was a backward path. And to chase Mark down that path, the easy path, was to shower myself in the blood of the Whites until my luck ran out and I was as dead as the pile infected at my feet. And would Mark be in that pile? Not likely.

But what real choice did I have? To move forward instead? To what?

I’d only ever been an isolated spectator to an endless parade of tragedies. Being alone in the dark was all I knew. All my life I’d collect acquaintances and discard them before they became real friends, before they became too much of an emotional risk. And as much as I had needed to find Amber, as much as I needed now to know what had happened to Steph, in my choices, I’d scraped off Murphy, Mandi, and Russell and isolated myself again. The cycle of my habit was at work under the guise of rational choice.

So what was forward for me?

That hard path was to pick up the fragile pieces of a nascent chance at life, a life that I’d very handily scattered across a dying city. That path seemed so difficult and so urgent, but the hard part, if I was still alive at the end of the day, was to chance a real relationship with another person, with other people.

And I know I didn’t think it through at the time that I let Russell latch on to me, but maybe that was Russell’s value. Non-judgmental, silent, and simple, Russell wholly accepted and needed me. He took those intangible but important parts of a relationship and put them on the table while asking for nothing in return. Was it possible that in helping Russell to stay alive he would unwittingly help me to take the baby steps of learning how to fit into normal society, or at least whatever might be left of society when this was all over?

Were the first few steps of the hard path forward to ironically be illuminated for me by Russell?

Perhaps.

So with Russell’s help, I chose to move forward, and all those parts that I was good at planning for came together in a snap. I was ready to go, alert and back in the present. My eyes were open and I was aware of my surroundings.

Three infected lurked near a support column at the top of a ramp, fixated on me, puffing up their courage. Their faces were gaunt, their hands very busy at invisible nothings that needed desperate attention. Their eyes were alert and shifting from focus to focus, but always finding their way back to me.

They looked hungry, but were unaware of the feast that awaited them for free, if they’d only follow the parking garage’s ramps up another three floors. Maybe they were just lazy. Maybe they thought I looked like I was dying, infected like them, but an easy meal.

I laid my machete across my thighs, its grip slippery in my bleeding palm. I decided that I wasn’t going to slaughter the three skinny Whites, and neither was I going to be eaten by them. But their hunger was going to make them do something stupid, very soon.

A step on the path forward was control and I was going to take it by bringing the situation to a head. I closed my eyes and leaned back against the concrete wall. I calmed my breathing.

It was time.

The infected couldn’t resist the temptation that my closed eyes presented. Just a moment after closing them, I heard the sound of a half-dozen feet running across the concrete floor.

And by choosing the path forward, my old mantra was outmoded, but still effective.

The Ogre and the Harpy.

I drew a sharp breath, opened my eyes, and jumped to my feet just as the three stepped within machete range. Their eyes widened as they each struggled to halt their momentum. Even their malfunctioning brains were able to register surprise.

My machete swung up as I straightened and slashed deeply across the belly of the leftmost of the trio. Pushing my blade’s momentum in the same swing, I ripped it through the jaw of the one in the middle. Both went down and the third jumped back.

The first infected hit the floor immediately, unconscious and rapidly bleeding to death. The one with the jaw injury was flailing, half silly from the blow to his head, splattering blood in every direction.

I roared and charged at the last one still on her feet. She turned and ran.

Victory!




Chapter 6

When my feet hit the street that ran between the hospital and the garage, the infected on the upper floors of the garage were still in a tizzy over their lost meal, though many had fallen silent, perhaps feasting on their dead brethren instead. At street level, there were infected loitering and resting in shadows, and others gathered around the doors into the hospital, drawn by the promise of warm flesh upstairs.

But something was profoundly different. The world felt a little more dead than it had just hours before.

Was it me, or was I sensing something real?

I looked out across the street. All of the hospital windows were dark. The giant full color sign in front of the basketball arena had no advertisement for upcoming concerts. It was black. Its lights were out. The traffic signal at the corner flashed red in an unflinching rhythm.

Looking back into the garage, I saw that the overhead lights were out. The lights in the stairwells were out.

I pulled my cell phone from my pocket. No cellular network. No data.

No, wait! There was a bar…then it was gone. I slowly waved the phone through the air, trying to catch a signal, but it would only come for a second or two at a time. It was out there, but it was weak. I concluded the only thing that made sense.

The power grid had failed.

Mankind had just taken another giant step backward.

Soon the batteries that powered the flashing stoplights would fail, and the rapidly weakening batteries on the cell towers would follow. If the virus itself wasn’t the beginning of the end of civilization, the failure of the power grid surely was.

I pocketed my cell phone. It was no good now as a communication device, but it was still a pocket-sized computer, though I’d need to find a solar charger for it.

Looking back toward the hospital, I had a clear view of the glass stairwell that I’d shot to hell earlier. Nearly every pane on its glass walls was shattered. Bloody bodies of the infected lay on the stairs, hung out over the edges, or were piled on the ground below. At least a hundred Whites greedily fed on those bodies.

Still, there was barely any movement to be seen on the stairs themselves.

Perhaps an opportunity lay in that carnage.

With blood still glistening on the scarred blade of my machete, I hefted it in my right hand, drew my Glock with my left, and walked across the street toward the feeding infected.

They were noisy. They were sloppy. They tore at clothes with their hands, and with their teeth, they lacerated flesh that seethed with the same virus that had scorched their brains. All around, crimson painted the grass and pooled in the dirt. In the blood, bits of bone, eyeglasses, and shoes were strewn.

But the infected paid no attention to me.

At the moment, I was one of them, a white beast from a child’s nightmare, strong and deadly, not worth a second thought when the ground was covered in a bounty of bleeding human meat.

At the bottom of the stairwell, I stepped through a shattered glass wall into the epicenter of the slaughter. The big fifty-caliber bullets had smashed the tempered glass into thousands of razor sharp bits of crystalline shrapnel. Every white body was broken, shredded, and bled out, dripping down the concrete steps. Agonized mouths stretched across broken faces. Bones splintered through skin. And the smell of death, blood, and everything ripped from stomachs and intestines was heavy in the air.

Up I walked, careful with each placement of my foot, lest I slipped. Live infected were among the bodies on the first few floors, feeding on the scraps of their brothers and sisters. By the third floor, their numbers thinned. By the fifth, there were only one or two per flight, faces buried in the work of gorging themselves on newly dead remains.

That made my task easy as I went to work with my machete, hacking at the backs of necks and severing heads. I wanted no breathing White nearby when I got to the top.

I passed the sixth floor and killed three. I passed the seventh and killed two more. Between the eighth and ninth, there were four. One struggled and attacked. As a result, I wore more of his blood than I did of the others.

When I finally reached the top of the stairs, I had to climb over a makeshift barricade of hospital beds, chairs, and cabinets. The barrier had no hope of stopping any infected from climbing over, but it did serve the purpose of slowing them down, and more importantly, it kept them from massing and pushing their combined weight on the door.

Once over the barricade, there was enough room for me to stand in front of the steel fire door. Above the doorknob, about eight inches wide and two feet tall was a long rectangular window.

Through the reinforcing wire mesh in the glass, I saw two soldiers standing across the hall with dispassionate faces and nervous eyes, aiming their weapons at me.

I shouted, “Hey!”

The soldiers shared a glance, but didn’t respond.

“Hey, listen. I know you’re kind of freaked out about seeing me out here, but I need to talk to someone. Can I count on you not to shoot me?”

One soldier looked nervously at the other. He said something that I couldn’t make out through the heavy door.

I shouted again, “Look, I’m not going to stay out here all day. It’s only a matter of time before the infected hear me up here and come. So go talk to whoever you need to talk to and let me in. I’m not a danger. I won’t stay long. I need to talk to Steph.”

“Go away!” the previously silent soldier ordered.

I huffed. “Look, man, don’t be a dick. Go get your boss or whatever you need to do, but hurry up about it.”

“If you don’t leave, we’ll shoot.”

I guess I should have been happy that they didn’t start the conversation with bullets, but I wasn’t. I was impatient. “Look, let me be clear about a couple of things. First, there aren’t any infected out here. All the ones in this stairwell are dead. At least until you get down to the third floor or so. Second, I’m going to come in there and see Steph. I don’t mean anybody any harm, but I gotta tell you guys, I’m already tired of fucking around about it. I went to a lot of trouble to get here and if I’d wanted to hurt you, I would have just blown the door open with a grenade, come in, and shot your dumbasses.”

I pulled a pin from one of my three grenades, slipped the pin into my pocket, and then held it up to the glass for the soldiers to see. “You see what I have here, right? I know you’re thinking that you really want to shoot me through the door now, but if you do, this grenade goes off. The door gets blown open, and the infected come running. Do you know what happens after that? You do, don’t you? All of you die. But that’s not what I want and I know that’s not what you want. I just want to come in and talk to Steph. I don’t mean anyone in there any harm. I sure don’t want anybody to harm me. Just open the fuckin’ door. I’ll come in, and then I’ll leave.”

I peeked through the glass. The soldiers were talking again. As I watched, one ran off down the hall.

The other soldier said, “You’re infected, right?”

I nodded, “I’m a slow burn. I am infected. Aside from that, I’m just as normal as you.”

The soldier said, “You could infect us all if we let you in. Do you want that on your conscience?”

“Isn’t that what you’re doing already anyway? Infecting yourselves, trying to find the immune ones?”

“How do you know that?”

“Because I’ve been talking to Steph on the phone about it. She’s a nurse. Cute, with red hair, about five-foot-five.”

The soldier asked, “The network is still up?”

I shook my head, “No. I think the power grid failed. I think there are batteries in the towers, but I guess they’re dying. I couldn’t get a signal when I checked.”

The soldier nodded. “The emergency generator here kicked on a few hours ago.”

With no more questions on his mind, the soldier stood and watched me.

Not concerned with small talk, I thought about racing my motorcycle several years ago out on FM 2222, blazing over the hills and around the sharp turns, trying to shake the carnivorous banshees that lived in my soul but no matter how fast I flew down the road, I couldn’t slip them. When I hit a guardrail and my body crashed through the upper branches of some trees on a downward slope, I ended up a summertime resident of the hospital.

The main building, the oldest, was laid out in something of a T-shape with the top bar of the T being too long for a properly formed letter. The upper floors each had a central hall down each branch of the T with patient rooms on both sides. An expansive nurses’ station stood at the intersection of the three branches on each floor. At least that was the layout of the upper floors. The lower two or three were maze-like with additions through the years. On the fourth floor, a breezeway connected at an angle from the shortest leg of the T to a roughly circular and relatively new children’s hospital.

Knowing the layout as well as I knew the house I grew up in, I started to plan how I was going to find Steph if I had to force my way in. Of course, I should rather have been considering what an all-around stupid idea that was, but that thought never really bubbled to the surface.

The other soldier came hurrying back into view with a guy in a soiled white lab coat. The three of them conferred quietly for a few minutes and then the guy in the lab coat came over to the glass.

I asked, “Are you the doctor in charge?”

“I might be.”

“Christ! I’m not a Chinese spy. Are you in charge?”

The guy in the lab coat peered through window, trying to see as much as he could see. After he was satisfied with whatever he was looking for he said, “Yes, I am in charge. I’m Dr. Paul Evans.”

“Zed Zane. Will you please open the door and let me in?”

Dr. Evans looked blankly at me, but said nothing.

Quietly, but sternly, I said, “Look, the infected downstairs are going to…”

Dr. Evans held up a hand to silence me and said, “I know, I know.”

More whispered conversations among the three and a few too many suspicious glances at my white face through the glass left me uneasy.

But they came to a decision. Dr. Evans raised a hand to the door and the lock clicked. He pushed the door open. I had one fist gripped around my fragmentation grenade and the other held my Glock with my finger on the trigger. I walked through.

The soldiers held their weapons pointed at the floor, but enhanced my distrust by surrounding me, one behind and one beside me. Dr. Evans stood in front.

“You’re in.” Dr. Evans’ tone was condescending and angry when he pointed to my hand grenade. “Do you intend to kill us with that?”

“No,” I answered. “I just don’t trust any of you.”

“Then why come here?” he asked.

“Like I told the guys. I’m here for Steph.”

“Steph?”

The soldier to my left, the one I’d been talking to, said, “Nurse Leonard.”

So that was Steph’s last name. It had never occurred to me to ask.

Dr. Evans asked, “Are you a relative?”

Without an ounce of respect for authority left anywhere in me, I spouted, “Really? After all that’s happened, you’re going to stonewall me with a protocol that nobody gives a shit about anymore?”

That pissed him off. Dr. Evans’ face flashed anger, but returned quickly to an icy cold nothing expression, except for his lips, which remained pinched closed.

I stood half a head shorter than him, but having separated so many souls from so many different sized bodies over the past week, I was no longer intimidated by physical stature.

Dr. Evans forced his voice to sound calm. “I was curious, Mr. Zane, that’s all. No, no, I’m not curious. I need to know. For better or worse, I’m in charge here. I’m trying to keep as many of these people alive as I can. They’re my responsibility. So, unless you want to detonate that hand grenade right here and kill us all, then you’ll have to answer my questions, because you’re not taking one step further until I get some answers.”

I cocked my head at the soldier behind me. “Why is he back there?”

Dr. Evans looked at the soldier behind me and motioned to his right. “Corporal.”

The guy behind me walked around me to stand a few paces behind the doctor.

“Let me ask you something, Dr. Evans. How long have you been in charge here—since the beginning?”

“Why do you want to know?”

“Who set up all the triage tents outside? Who decided on the protocols that put all of the infected in that gym and then left them there to die? Was that you, Evans?”

“Is that what this is, then?” Dr. Evans motioned at the two soldiers. “You men go up the hall to a safe distance.” He looked down his long, narrow nose and said, “I did that. I was in charge here when those decisions were made. If you’re here to kill me over some grudge about that, then shoot me. Don’t detonate that grenade in here and compromise the safety of the others.”

I shook my head emphatically, “No, that’s not why I’m here. I’m not here to kill you, though now that you mention it, it sounds like an appealing idea. I was in that gym, Evans. I almost died there. I’m a person, you fucker. I’m not a piece of medical waste. But that’s how you saw me, right?”

Dr. Evans shook his head. His face softened. He was troubled. “Mr. Zane, don’t pretend to be naïve. You wouldn’t be alive if you were. I made hard decisions to try to contain the infection and save as many people as I could. I’m not going to ask you to understand. I’m not going to ask you to care how difficult it was. I’m a doctor, Mr. Zane. I’ve dedicated my life to saving people’s lives. Maybe my decisions were wrong. Maybe they were the worst decisions. But maybe there weren’t any good choices. Mr. Zane, I did what I thought was the best, given what I knew at the time. If that caused you harm, then I apologize for that harm, but I can’t change what’s passed.”

“Look, Evans, I’ll be honest. I’m kind of pissed about all of that, but I’m not an idiot. I understand that choices were made for the greater good. I’m pissed because in any kind of greater-good choice, somebody always gets fucked. I was the guy who got fucked this time. But to get back to the point, I’m not here to kill you or anybody else.” Then, as sincerely as I could, given the tension, I added, “But I do respect you for taking responsibility, even though you thought I might be here to kill you for it.”

Dr. Evans exhaled a long breath and said, “That’s a relief. Can I ask you to put the pin back in that grenade?”

“Perhaps, in a minute. Right now, let’s just say that I have trust issues.”

“Mr. Zane, why are you here?”

And that was the question that I didn’t really have an answer to, myself.

“Mr. Zane?”

“Like I said,” I nearly blurted, “I need to see Steph. She told me last night she was going to volunteer for the infection.” I took a deep breath. “She’s my friend. I need to know if she’s dead. Is she?”

Dr. Evans slowly shook his head, sloughing off his anger and exposing his sadness. “I don’t know.”

I relaxed a little. “Where is she?”

“She’s two floors down. What do you intend to do when you see her?”

I softened. “I don’t know. I…I’ve seen so many people…too many friends die. I guess I just have to know, one way or the other.”

Dr. Evans’ eyes examined my face for an uncomfortably long time after that. “I’m sorry I had you put in that infected ward. I really am.”

With some reluctance, I gave Dr. Evans a nod of acceptance.

“One thing you might want to know is that if I’d let you into the hospital that night, you’d probably be dead now. I’m not trying to find some ex-post justification for my decisions that night, but if you’ve been talking to Nurse Leonard, you know how bad things have been here.”

I nodded. “Yeah, I know.”

Dr. Evans turned to the two soldiers. “You men keep this door secure.” To me, he said, “C’mon, Mr. Zane. I’ll take you down to see Steph.”

“Thank you.” Before following, I took a gamble. I holstered my Glock and fished the grenade pin out of my pocket, then pushed it back into place in the grenade. I turned and handed it to one of the soldiers, noticing as I opened my palm that the grenade was red and sticky with my blood. “I’ve got two more clean ones if you don’t want that one.”

The soldier accepted the bloody grenade with a nod of thanks.

Then I doubled down and gave a grenade to the other guard. I said, “I can probably find some more outside eventually.”

The second guard thanked me, as did Dr. Evans.




Chapter 7 

We walked together up the hall. “Was that you outside on the parking garage?”

“Yeah,” I answered.

“That was a real Tarzan stunt you pulled getting off of that roof.”

“Thanks,” I shrugged.

“Some of us were watching out the window. None of us thought you’d make it.”

“Me neither,” I half smiled.

“Sliding down that banner, is that how you injured your hands?”

I looked down at one of my still-bleeding hands and nodded.

“How do you even make the decision, to go over the edge of a garage? Are you one of those adrenaline junkies that bungee jumps and does skateboard tricks?”

“Desperation.”

“Oh.” Dr. Evans looked me up and down. “Is it true that you don’t feel pain, Mr. Zane?”

“Call me Zed. That’s what everybody calls me. But yes, it’s true. I get some monster headaches and I feel tired when I should, but mostly things don’t hurt. My hands, I can tell they’re messed up. I can feel that, but they don’t hurt. And I’ve been bitten twice by Whites.” I showed Dr. Evans my arm. “Neither one hurt.”

Dr. Evans’ face grew pensive. “That is interesting. I read something about it on the internet, but there are so many people making guesses out there right now, it’s hard to know what to believe. Listen, do you want me to fix up those hands before we head down?”

That was a very unexpected offer. I nodded enthusiastically, “I’d like that very much.”

“Do you have your insurance card?” Dr. Evans smiled for the first time.

I smiled back, acknowledging his attempt to lighten the situation with a little humor. “Could you look at the bites on my arm, too, if you don’t mind?”

“Sure.”

We sat at the nurse’s station while he patched up my hands and he said, “The volunteers are two floors down. When we’re finished, we’ll have to go to the other stairwell to get down there. We have that one blocked about five floors down. It’s secure for the moment.”

“Don’t bandage my hands too heavily. I need to be able to handle my rifle and stuff.”

Dr. Evans nodded as he gingerly cleaned one of my hands with a gauze pad and disinfectant. “They look worse than they are. Your injuries are all superficial. If you could feel the pain, I’m sure they’d hurt a lot. I’d probably prescribe a pain killer and tell you not to use your hands for a week or so.”

“Superficial is good.”

“But they can get infected if you don’t keep them clean.”

“I will,” I said, knowing that keeping a wound clean was an easy task in yesterday’s world. Now, with no running water, no corner drugstore, and not even a certain roof over my head every night, that was a much more difficult thing to do.

Dr. Evans said, “I heard that things went bad at the gym. At first I didn’t believe it, but now, well, we’ve all learned something about how violent the infected can be. How did you get out?”

As Dr. Evans treated my wounds, I told him the story of my escape from the gym and everything since. Afterwards, he worked and I stared at the sparklingly waxed vinyl floor tiles, the faux cloth texture of the wallpaper wainscot, the black rubber-wheeled stainless steel medical devices, and I thought a lot about my yesterdays.

“Do you have any idea what’s going on in the rest of the world?” I asked, absently.

“Academically, it’s interesting to see the whole world in a panic,” Dr. Evans replied, without looking up from what he was doing. “If our species makes it through this, I wonder what kind of history from this period will survive.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“In the beginning there’ll be news footage and a trove of personal accounts on the webservers if any of those survive. I wonder if anybody will record any of this on their cell phones, or if it’ll all be handwritten diaries and archeological records eventually.”

“At first,” I agreed, “I’m sure it’ll be cell phones. You know, pictures and video. The virus was probably documented on Facebook better than anywhere before things started to get really bad. You know how people are about posting anything unusual, anything special.”

“I don’t use it,” Dr. Evans said. “But my kids do, so I know what you mean.”

“Your kids?” I asked.

Dr. Evans ignored the question and kept working. “We’ve heard of islands that quarantined early and are infection free. Little places in the Pacific. Grand Cayman in the Caribbean.”

“I’ve always wanted to dive there,” I mused.

“The water is so blue and clear.” Dr. Evans looked up and stared, but not at anything in particular. “We were there a few years back, diving near a wreck. You could see for a hundred feet, maybe two hundred. The water was spectacular that day. A school of tarpon swam by us, five or six feet long at least, close enough to reach out and touch. Their scales were glittering in the sunlight. It was one of the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen.”

“I wish I could have gone diving,” I said.

“Who knows?” Dr. Evans finished with my hand and went to work cleaning the wounds on my arm. “Most of Europe isn’t any better than here. There’s sporadic internet traffic, but mostly it’s dying away.”

“I heard it started in Africa,” I added.

“As far as anybody knows, there’s not a single functioning human brain on that continent. Yes, that’s where it started.”

“Somalia? Uganda?” I asked.

Dr. Evans confirmed with a nod. “Israel nuked Iran.”

That was a surprising change. “What?”

Another nod from Dr. Evans. “Who knows why? I don’t imagine it makes any difference anyway.”

“I guess not. What about South America, Australia, New Zealand, places like that?”

“High population densities present very favorable conditions for the virus to spread. South America went quickly. Australia, who knows? The infection is there, but it’s not bad yet. New Zealand quarantined itself and seems to be successful so far.”

“Good for them.” I wished I was in New Zealand. “How about here?”

“Here?”

“America?”

“What’s not like Austin soon will be. I can’t think of any major city in which the virus hasn’t been found.”

I asked, “Are any of them handling it?”

“None yet.” Dr. Evans shook his head slowly as he said it. “It’s so contagious, it’s nearly impossible to contain. Well, not nearly. It’s proven impossible to contain.”

“So this really is the end.”

“The end?”

“Of us. Of humans.”

Dr. Evans shook his head and looked up at me. “No, I don’t think so. Some will survive. You’ll survive if you can make it out of this hospital.”

I certainly planned to make it out.

“It’ll be the beginning of another dark age. Eventually, we’ll come out if it. Different, I hope. Better.” Dr. Evans taped a last bandage across my arm. He dropped his hands to his knees and exhaled to indicate he was finished.

“Am I in any mortal danger?” I asked. “Am I going to die of an infection?”

“Probably not.” Dr. Evans got up off of his stool and motioned for me to follow. But he looked like he was walking to his own hanging. “Lets go see the volunteers. They’ve got the whole floor down there.”

“So it wasn’t just Steph who volunteered?” I asked as I followed him.

“Did Steph tell you what the mood was like here?”

I nodded. “Hopeless.”

“Yes. That word was all I heard last night. After the first few trials with no survivors, everybody was hopeless. You know, I’ve used that word all my life. I’ve read it in books. I saw it in movies, but I never really knew what it meant until last night. Maybe I learned slowly as the week went along, but now I know in the same way I know what love is.”

“Love?” What an odd analogy.

“Not just in my head, Zed. I felt it down to the marrow of my bones, with every beat of my heart, and with every blink of my eye. I felt it with the same all-inclusive intensity that I’ve felt love. You’re a young man; have you ever been in love?”

I shook my head. Lust, certainly. Infatuation, yes. Love, no. “But I know the hopelessness you’re talking about.”

“Yet here you are?”

“Here we both are,” I countered. “Dr. Evans, how many are down there?”

“Call me Paul. Formalities are for the past, I think.”

“Okay, Paul.”

Paul came to a stop and turned to face me. “When Steph volunteered last night, it was like she was the catalyst for everyone’s courage. Maybe she’s a natural leader. Or maybe she was everyone’s hope, and when she gave up, everybody else did, too.”

“What do you mean, everybody else?”

“Look around, Zed. Do you see anybody up here?”

It occurred to me as I looked around, I’d seen almost no one since coming onto the floor.

“Nearly everybody volunteered for infection, Zed. There are only seventeen of us left who are keeping the place secure in case anyone comes out of the experiment with immunity.”

“How many are immune so far?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t been able to bring myself to go downstairs to watch. You see, there are one hundred and fifty-three people down there, Zed. All infected. And if the first trials are any indicator, half of them are dead already, and we’ll shoot the other half by midnight.”

“You have lost hope,” I observed.

“Hopelessness,” Paul reiterated, “is an emotion with so many ugly faces. You know, I was in the Army before I came here. I was a doctor in Iraq in both wars. I’ve seen my share of things that would make most people weep. I’ve had boys younger than you bleed to death right there on my table. Boys in uniform, who looked me in the eye, sometimes holding my hand, in that moment when they gave their lives for something they believed in.”

Dr. Evans’ eyes looked down the hall at something that wasn’t there. “You do your best, but sometimes it doesn’t matter. Sometimes, they die anyway. When I thought of infecting us all to save a few, intellectually it was the right thing to do, the only logical thing.”

Dr. Evans seemed at a loss for words, so I said, “I think Steph felt the same way about it, Paul.”

“Everything about it feels wrong.”

I wrestled with a tactful way to express a harsh thought. “Maybe you’d feel better about it if you’d volunteered to go first.”

“I couldn’t.” Dr. Evans’ wide, sad eyes fell back on me.

“Why?” I asked, expecting to hear some bullshit about how the whole place would fall apart without him at the helm.

“Because I’m immune.”

“What?”

“I was exposed the Saturday before everything got bad.” Dr. Evans started to pull up the lab coat sleeve on his left arm.

“How?”

“I was bitten by a violent patient.” Dr. Evans showed me a bandaged wound on his forearm. “He was infected with the virus. His skin was pale. His temperature was elevated. His pupils were dilated. His behavior was deranged.”

I said, “I got it on that Sunday. Obviously, I wasn’t as lucky you.”

“Or perhaps, I wasn’t as lucky as you,” Dr. Evans suggested. “You can walk among them. You’ll survive if you’re careful. I’m a prey animal now.”

“Is anyone else here immune?”

“There’s Sergeant Dalhover downstairs. He got bitten early on. Tuesday or Wednesday, I think. He never turned. Like me, he never showed any symptoms. He and I are the only two here who are immune that we know of.”

“So naturally, you assumed there had to be more?” I asked.

Dr. Evans nodded. “Like I said, it was the logical conclusion.”

“Is Sergeant Dalhover the one in charge of shooting of the infected downstairs?” I asked, trying to mask the urgency I felt at the thought of finally arriving at Steph’s location, only to get there one bullet too late.

Dr. Evans confirmed with a nod. We arrived at the door to the stairwell that would take us down. He looked through the window to confirm that there was no movement on the landing. In a new habit of all the living, Dr. Evans very quietly pushed the door open.

I followed him into the stairwell, carefully and quietly. As much as I wanted to hurry, hurrying led to mistakes, and mistakes were paid for in blood. I stopped when he did. We listened to the sounds from far below. The infected were down there, and they were pissed.

Dr. Evans looked down the center gap between the stairs.

“Anything?” I softly asked, leaning over to look myself. The pungent smell of their unwashed bodies, thick enough to taste, wafted up in the confined space.

“We’re clear for now,” he whispered. “Let’s go. They're trying to get at the soldiers behind the barrier down there. They never give up."

“Can they see the soldiers through the barrier?”

“Yes, of course.”

“They won't give up as long as they can see your guys.”

Evans stopped halfway down the first flight of stairs and gave me his attention.

“Look,” I said to him, “if they can't see you or hear you, they eventually lose interest and go away.”

“Why do you say that?”

“I got lucky. It worked the first time I tried it.”

Evans started downward and didn't speak again until we were on next flight of stairs. “I don’t think Sergeant Dalhover would agree with you on that.”

“You know that every time you shoot a gun all you accomplish is to draw more of them in.”

“It's been discussed.”

“It's true,” I reiterated.

Dr. Evans said nothing else on the subject until he swung the door open for us to leave the stairwell. “Why don’t you talk with Sergeant Dalhover about what you know? If we need to alter our tactics, we will.”

We came out at the nurse’s station, just like the one two floors up where Dr. Evans had treated my wounds. A skinny man in civilian clothes with a very unmilitary slouch and a droopy, broken man's face eyed us lazily.

A soldier far down the hall, his weapon at the ready, called, “Everything all right, Top?”

In a raspy, smoker's voice, the skinny sergeant replied, “Yeah.” Then with no change in his posture or facial expression, he looked me over and asked Dr. Evans, “What's this?”

“Slow burn,” Evans answered as though all the life had drained out of him. He hadn’t emotionally prepared himself to be down among the volunteers.

“So they’re real?” the sergeant asked.

“So it seems.”

“I'm real,” I confirmed, “and just a normal as you.”

“Yeah.” The sergeant said it in a way that made it clear he didn't agree.

I already didn't like him.

The entire length of the long hall was lined with chairs spaced about five feet apart. In most of those sat a sagging person with a torn bed sheet gag between his or her teeth, arms and feet restrained. Some of them stared at the wall across the hall. Some slept with chins on their chests. A few looked at us with interested eyes. Ten or eleven were obviously transitioning from human to beast. One close to the nurse’s station was bleeding from his mouth while trying desperately to gnaw through his gag. Down from him, the skin of a woman’s wrists and ankles was worn through from her struggles against her bonds.

Many of the chairs were empty and sat below big, bloody stains on the wall. And like red entrance ramps to a highway that nobody wanted to be on, a trail of blood led from each chair to merge with a long bloody smear to the end of the hall. It was immediately clear what was going on. When the volunteers turned symptomatic, they were shot where they sat. I asked Evans, “What are you doing with the bodies?”

In his gruff voice, Dalhover answered for Evans, “Throwin’ ‘em out the window.”

Just listening to his voice made me want to cough the phlegm out of my own lungs. “That's a bad idea.”

Using apathy as a defense, the sergeant said, “Can't keep ‘em here.”

“But the infected are eating them below,” I protested. “You're giving them a reason to keep hanging around.”

“Doesn't matter. They'll be eating us all soon enough.”

Dr. Evans cut in. “Zed Zane, this is Sergeant Dalhover.”

Sergeant Dalhover looked at me again, with no change in his droopy eyes. He made no effort to shake my hand.

I was apparently untouchable. Fuck him!

“Hello.”

No response.

Double fuck him!

Dr. Evans, in a voice that saddened more with each word, asked of Sergeant Dalhover, “How many so far? I see lots of empty chairs.”

“Eighty-three.”

Eighty-three people, all shot in the head and tossed out a window.

Dr. Evans looked at me. “This was my idea. I’m the one who convinced these people to bet their lives on hope.”

Droopy-eyed Dalhover just stared at him.

Dr. Evans was getting hard to look at, so I scanned up and down the hall, searching for a head of red hair. “Is Steph alive or dead?”

“Steph?” Dalhover asked.

“Nurse Leonard,” I clarified.

With the smallest of gestures, he pointed. “She’s down the hall.”

My mood perked up, but I quickly tamped it down. “Fever?”

Dalhover croaked, “No.”

I didn’t ask for any more information, nor did I wait for permission. I stepped out of Dalhover’s sad gaze and hurried down the hall, looking at each face as I passed. I’d only seen Steph with a surgical mask on. Aside from red hair, green eyes, and fair skin, I had little idea what she looked like.




Chapter 8

To look down that long hall had the emotional effect of looking through a neighbor’s window while they beat a crippled dog. Walking down the hall, trying to avoid stepping on the viscous trail of coagulated blood, was viscerally painful.

Some volunteers, seeing only their last hopeless thoughts, let me pass like an invisible man.

One woman stared with tears on her cheeks at a mural of blood above an empty chair directly across the hall from her. Right there, over five or ten or twelve hours she had seen a person, perhaps someone she knew, perhaps a close friend, slowly turn from human into something else. She had watched the face lose hope when the fever came on. She witnessed the deterioration of the mind. She saw the animalistic gnawing at the gag and the scraping of skin until blood flowed. She saw the black, wild eyes where no human intellect lived anymore.

I wondered, when Dalhover’s revolver fired, ringing everyone’s ears, splitting that skull, whether she saw it as a mercy or a horror.

Down that trail of tears, blood, and utter despair, I spotted a redhead with tear-drained, but alert eyes turning to watch me approach. Recognition perked her to life and I couldn’t stop myself from running the last steps. Stopping beside her chair, I immediately started untying the strip of bed sheet that gagged her mouth.

“Hey,” Dalhover rasped from somewhere behind me.

I ignored him and removed the gag.

In a hoarse voice, Steph said, “Wow, you’re still alive.”

I swallowed hard on a lump in my throat as a faint, but real, smile stretched my lips. “Wow, you’re still alive.”

Steph’s smile was real, but it was competing with the pain in the rest of her face.

The guy in the next chair over started to squirm and grunt through his gag.

“Can you take his off too?” Steph asked.

“Okay.” I stepped over and started on the guy.

“God dammit!” Dalhover’s voice echoed up the hall.

I didn’t even look at Dalhover, but I heard his voice drop to background noise as he droned something at Dr. Evans.

To Steph I said, “And I thought I was uptight.”

Steph answered, “It hasn’t been easy for any of us.”

I shrugged as I removed the gag from the guy.

He thanked both Steph and me, then opened and closed his mouth several times to stretch his jaw muscles.

I squatted down beside Steph and started to untie her hands.

“Don’t,” she told me.

“Why?”

“Zed, I might turn.”

I stopped and looked up at her. “But…”

“Leave them.” She was firm.

I stood up and stepped in front of her chair, but suddenly had no words.

The guy in the next chair over had no such problem and spoke very fast, “We were infected last night around seven. It’s like one o’clock now. We’ve got to wait until seven before we know if we’re immune, but we won’t be, though the theory is sound. Some of us, maybe a lot of us, should be immune. But so far, no winners. You know what I mean?”

“You’ll have to excuse him,” Steph said to me. “He gets excited and can’t shut up.”

The guy said, “I think fast. That’s just how I am. But not for long.” Then very softly he whispered to us. “I’m pretty sure I’ve got the fever.”

Steph tried to repress a sob.

The guy looked at Steph, pain in his eyes. Then at a normal speed, he said, “I’m sorry, babe.”

Babe?

“Zed, put your hand on his forehead, see if he feels hot.”

I did as I was ordered. I stepped over and laid my hand across the guy’s forehead, feeling his temperature on the skin between my bandages.

“I’m Jeff Aubrey,” he smiled weakly.

“Zed Zane,” I answered, looking down at him and shaking my head slightly. He was hot.

“I saw that, Zed,” Steph said. “He has the fever, doesn’t he?”

Jeff said, “If I hit one-oh-four before Dalhover checks us again…”

“Jeff, don’t say that,” Steph implored.

I checked Steph’s forehead for a fever. She was cooler than me.

“Babe, the odds of both of us being immune were astronomical. But with me infected, that makes your odds good. I’m okay with that.” Jeff looked up at me. “Well?”

I told him, “She feels normal.”

Steph sniffled up another sob.

“Why the gags?” I asked.

“They’re to keep us from biting anyone when we turn,” Jeff answered.

Steph asked, “How did you get in here, Zed?”

I took a few minutes to convey an abbreviated version of my story.

“So, all that shooting outside a little while ago,” Jeff asked. “That was you?”

“Yeah,” I nodded.

“Tell me again, why did you come here?” asked Jeff.

I looked at Steph, again wondering the same thing. I looked up and down the hall as I tried to cull my thoughts on the matter. I looked back at Steph before I spoke, “Hope. I think I was looking for hope.”

Jeff laughed bitterly. “If this is where you came to find hope, I’m glad I’m not out there.”

Without looking back to Jeff, I asked Steph, “Does he ever stop talking?”

“No,” she answered. “Now you know why I needed you to talk to.”

“For what its worth,” I said, “I’m glad you’re still alive. I’m glad that you still have a chance.”

“Hey, Zed.” Jeff demanded my attention like a spastic toddler.

“Yes, Jeff?”

“Look, I’m going to be dead in an hour or two. I don’t know you, but you look like you like Steph…”

“It’s not like that,” I interrupted.

“…Will you look out for her?”

“Jeff,” Steph implored.

“I’m already doing that,” I told him. “Besides, you might not turn. You might be a slow burn, like me.”

“That’s like hoping I win the lottery,” retorted Jeff. “Besides, that’s not what we’re doing here. Dalhover is going to shoot me at one-oh-four.”

“I can stop him,” I offered.

“I don’t want to be one of them, Zed.”

“You guys don’t need to shoot everybody as soon as they get the fever. You’ve got nothing to lose by waiting.”

Jeff said, “It’s been discussed. It’s been decided. I knew what I was getting into when I volunteered for the infection.”

“I guess I did come to wrong place for hope,” I said.

“There might be a speck of hope,” Jeff contradicted me.

I thought about punching him in the face. Not seriously, but the thought did cross my mind. Looking back at Steph again, I asked, “Does he always do this?” To Jeff I said, “Would you pick a side of the issue, Jeff? Are you hopeless or not?”

“I analyze things. I look at all sides. I’m a numbers guy. There is hope in the numbers.”

I asked Steph, “What does that mean?”

“This is new to me,” she answered.

Jeff said, “I’ve had a lot of time to think about things while I’ve been tied up, waiting for the infection to rot my brain.”

“And?” I asked.

“This whole thing is only going to last six to eighteen months,” Jeff told us. “If you can find a way to last that long, then you’re home free.”

Steph asked, “What does that even mean, Jeff?”

In his rapid fire speech, Jeff said, “The infection rate was over ninety-nine percent. Some of the infected died outright; most of them turned into white-skinned cannibals. For the Austin area, that meant we had nearly a million infected running around, trying to eat anything that moved.”

“Seems like I’ve heard this before.” It was like listening to Jerome all over again.

Jeff pressed on, “By the time the infection runs through the population, there might be ten thousand people who are either immune or slow burns, maybe less. Not very good odds.”

I looked up and down the hall. I was already bored. Dalhover and Evans were talking quietly near the nurse’s station. The soldiers at each end of the hall were attentive, but hadn’t moved from their positions. About four chairs down, one of the tied up volunteers was starting to get very agitated. He’d turned.

“Of those ten thousand,” Jeff continued, “who knows how many are still alive? It might be five thousand. It might be a couple of thousand. But with a million infected running around, it makes the odds of staying alive pretty bleak for the immune.”

Steph said, “And that’s one of the reasons everyone here was so hopeless, Jeff. How can we hope to fight that?”

“That’s just it,” Jeff said, his voice notching up a level. “We don’t have to. We just have to figure out a way to feed ourselves and stay hidden until the problem solves itself.”

Okay, I was interested. “What does that mean, solve itself?”

“When the infected get hungry, and there aren’t any of us around for dinner, they eat each other, right?” Jeff asked.

“I’ve seen that.” I confirmed.

“So that’s true?” Steph asked.

I nodded.

Jeff said, “People are omnivores. But with a million infected running around Austin, they’ll eat every piece of biomass they can get their hands on, whether it’s a house cat, an acorn, or us. Pretty quickly, the most plentiful food source available to them is going to be each other. Do you know that the average American contains about two-hundred-thousand usable calories?”

“Really?” That was a surprisingly morbid bit of trivia. “How could you know that?”

Jeff went through the calculation with me. “If you take the average weight of a Texan and subtract the weight of the skeleton, then figure the body fat percentage, you can calculate the calories.”

“And that comes out to two-hundred-thousand per person?” I asked.

Jeff nodded. “The average calorie intake for a person of the average size is about twenty-five-hundred calories.”

“That seems high,” Steph countered.

“We’re talking averages, Steph,” Jeff shot back. “There are a lot of really big people out there.”

“I thought their metabolisms run a lot faster than normal,” I said.

“That’s been suggested, but not proven,” Jeff answered. “If it’s true, then that works in our favor.”

“How’s that?” Steph was surprised.

“It works in our favor,” Jeff continued, “because if we can stay hidden, then the infected will eat each other up that much faster.”

“How fast?” she asked.

“If they are their only food source, they’ll probably eat each other up at the rate of eight to nine percent per month. So a million infected today turns into about a hundred thousand in six months and about ten thousand six months after that.”

“And all of the infected coming this way from the Houston fires?” I asked.

“Doesn’t change the math much. More infected means more mouths to feed. More mouths to feed means more infected get eaten. The result doesn’t change much,” Jeff argued.

Steph’s face looked almost hopeful. “Jeff, that makes it sound like we have a chance.”

“And you did all this math in your head while you sat there?” I asked with as much disbelief as I could put into my voice.

Steph said, “He’s really good with numbers.”

I shook my head. “I’d need a spreadsheet to figure all that out.”

“Jeff doesn’t,” Steph reassured me.

“Wow.” That was impressive. “You know, I saw a news story about the drought and the reduction of the state’s cattle herds, and one of the surprising bits of information I came across was that there were something like five or six million cattle in Texas. What do cattle weigh? Somewhere between five hundred and fifteen hundred pounds? That’s a lot of calories, right?”

“Enough to seriously change the math,” Jeff agreed.

“And then there are the other farm animals. Sheep, goats, horses, whatever,” I added.

“But to get those calories, the infected have to leave the city to find them. They have to figure out how to eat them. Cowhide is tough, probably too tough for our tiny blunt teeth to bite through. But that’s not the most important point.  The infected don’t know that all of those calories are out there for free. They’re not that smart. They only see the calories running around the cities with them. Those are the ones they’ll try to eat.”

“You may be right,” I agreed, “but it sounds like there are a lot of hopes and guesses built into your calculations.”

Jeff nodded, “There are lots of factors that can affect the final number, but the only real question about the end result is when we arrive at ten thousand, not if we arrive there. How long do you have to wait until the infected population kills itself off? That might be six months. It might be two years. It might be five years. But however you look at it, there’s a time in the not too distant future when the infected become a manageable problem. All you have to do is stay alive until then.”

Jeff talked for another five or ten minutes before he got a very glassy look in his eyes and then passed out mid-sentence. Steph had me check his pulse. He wasn’t dead, but he was burning up.

In the silence left by Jeff’s unconsciousness, I asked, “So you guys are a thing?”

“We’re engaged,” Steph answered.

After hearing them talk for the past twenty minutes, I had suspected as much, though I felt a pang of irrational jealousy when she said it.

What did I have to be jealous about?

“Zed, I should have told you that I had a fiancé.”

I shook my head, “No, it’s not… That’s not why I came.”

“But at least you know now why I needed someone to talk to. There’s barely enough room in Jeff’s conversations for Jeff, let alone me.”

I smiled. “Yeah.”

“Thanks for coming. It means a lot to me.”

I shrugged. “I was worried. I had to know if you’d made it.”

“Was it worth risking your life to find out?”

That was a hard question. “I lived through it, so yes, I guess so. Do you think you’ll make it?”

Steph shrugged and shook her head with minimal effort and less result. “I don’t know. Maybe. None of the others that we infected made it this long.”




Chapter 9

After talking with Steph for another half hour about the only things on our minds, the virus, the infected, and our experiences, I returned to the nurse’s station. Evans and Dalhover stopped talking and looked at me when I walked up. During my time down the hall, Dr. Evans seemed to have regained something of himself. He stood a little straighter. His face was a little more animated. Dalhover’s face retained its permanent disappointment.

“First off, thank you for not trying to kill me yet,” I said. It seemed like a good way to start the conversation.

“There are no evil people here, Mr. Zane,” Dr. Evans told me, instantly back into the harsh, stonewalling man I’d first met upstairs.

“That wasn’t sarcasm. I meant that sincerely,” I told him. “Things out there are pretty dangerous for people like me right now. I’m learning to expect the worst from people. So thanks for being good people.”

Dr. Evans said, “Sorry I got defensive.”

“Discourtesies are the least of my problems these days.” I shrugged then charged bluntly into my request. “I know all of you debated and decided to shoot the volunteers when they hit one-oh-four, but I think that’s a bad idea. There may be slow burns like me among them.”

Dalhover snorted and started walking away, “Oh, you’re one of those.”

I really didn’t like that guy.

Dr. Evans leaned close and in a soft voice said, “Sergeant Dalhover doesn’t do that. Before we started this experiment, we all agreed that we would, but Sergeant Dalhover waits for the dementia and the violent expressions.”

“Oh.” I turned toward Dalhover to apologize but he was walking toward the end of the hall, a thermometer in one hand and a pistol in the other. “I don’t understand, then.”

“He goes through the temperature checks every hour because that’s the procedure we agreed on.”

“But why?”

“Waiting for the volunteers to turn before shooting them presents a real risk to the rest of us. But Dalhover is the one who shoots them. Then he and these men carry the bodies to a window and throw them out. It’s gruesome, emotionally difficult work. Dalhover refused to shoot anyone until there was no doubt what they were.”

“And no one else would step up to do the dirty work,” I deduced.

Dr. Evans’ face turned sadder and he nodded.

“I guess it’s easier when they’re actively trying to kill you,” I surmised. “But tied up in a chair? Yeah, sitting there looking like normal people…for the most part. Yeah, it would be hard.” I looked back down the hall at Dalhover, who slumped as he walked under the burden of his duties.

“Sergeant Dalhover is a good man,” Dr. Evans said. “He’s prickly, but he’s a good man.”

“Is he organizing your defense? I mean, who’s in charge of that?”

“I retired as a colonel, but I was doctor. If anyone is in charge here, it’s me. After me, Sergeant Dalhover has been the ranking military man for three days now. Yes, he organizes our defense.”

“Will he listen to me if I talk to him about your tactics?”

“He’s prickly, but not closed-minded. Do keep in mind though, we’re all learning as we go.”

Down at the end of the hall, Dalhover started taking temperatures. More than a dozen volunteers were sitting up straight in their chairs with their attention focused on the proceedings. Steph was turned toward Dalhover, her thick red hair hanging down to her shoulders. I wondered how it must feel, watching the executioner working his way up the hall, not knowing if it was your turn to die.

I said, “That guy down there, Jeff Aubrey, he has some interesting thoughts on how the infected might kill each other off.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, you should talk to him pretty soon,” I said flatly. “He’s got the fever.”

“I was hoping he’d make it. He’s a bright guy.”

“He could turn out to be a slow burn,” I hoped aloud.

“I’m afraid that’s a lot rarer than you think.”

“But you don’t know for sure, do you?”

“Nobody knows for sure,” Dr. Evans conceded.

Changing the subject, I asked, “May I make an observation?”

“Sure.”

“You didn’t want to come down here, did you? It was easy to see. But you seem a little better now.”

Dr. Evans nodded. “Seventeen of the volunteers haven’t shown any signs of the virus yet.”

“Meaning?”

“I hate to guess, Zed, but I’m hopeful. After all of the volunteers in the first two groups died, I was afraid that we were making a big mistake. But with seventeen showing no symptoms eighteen hours after exposure, it’s a positive sign.”

“So Steph might make it?” I asked.

“Don’t get your hopes up unrealistically.”

“I’m learning new degrees of pessimism every day, but I do know that good things can happen, even with everything that’s going on. Hoping that Steph or any of these other people will be okay isn’t the same as believing they will be.”

Dr. Evans gave me a half-dozen nods, I guess to emphasize his agreement. “We’re on the same page, then. I don’t know if Steph will make it, but I’m sure some of the seventeen will. At least for me, that was more hope than I came down here with. Let me ask you, Zed. Now that you’re here, are you staying?”

“No.” Through all the morning’s blood and despair, I’d chosen a path to my hope, and my own hope lay with those that desperate, shared struggle had bonded to me, my new family. “I have people to get back to.”

“Leaving will be harder than coming.”

“I don’t know. Coming was pretty hard.”

“Yes, I guess it was.”

“Listen, after you finish your experiment with the volunteers, get up on the top floor, stay quiet, and don’t let the infected see you. Eventually, they’ll leave you alone.”

“I appreciate the advice, and we may do just that, but please do talk to Sergeant Dalhover. He has some opinions about the behavior of the infected that you might find interesting.”

“Like what?”

“I’m not in agreement, so it would be better if he explained his position.”

“Okay. Listen, after I get out of here, I’ll try and find a way to get back in contact with you. My buddy and I are both slow burns; we can move among them without too much danger. We may be able to help you if you start running low on supplies.”

“Why don’t you both join us?”

I stifled a sarcastic laugh, “We haven’t had much luck with the uninfected so far.”

Dr. Evans put a fatherly, trusting hand on my shoulder. “You won’t have any problems here. I know you’re not a danger.”

“You’re the first.”




Chapter 10

With a small Styrofoam pitcher full of water—the kind put on the bed trays of patients—along with a few single-serving containers of applesauce, I sat on a chair by Steph while I waited for Dalhover to finish his rounds.

“You should eat some of this applesauce,” I said, holding a plastic spoonful up to her mouth.

She shook her head, “Zed, I may still turn. The food shouldn’t be wasted on me.”

“Drink some water at least.”

After enough convincing, she finally did.

“Dalhover hasn’t shot anybody, and he’s almost done. Is that a positive sign?

Steph shook her head, “I count seven or eight that are acting out. I’m surprised that he didn’t shoot them. Maybe he doesn’t feel comfortable doing it while you’re here.”

“Why?”

“Who knows? Maybe it’s guilt. He probably feels bad enough doing it already, and having a stranger watch him do it makes it too hard, too monstrous.”

“How long have you been a nurse?” I asked.

“That’s a change of subject,” Steph smiled in surprise.

“Just curious.”

“Seven years.”

“Really?” I hadn’t expected that number.

“What does that mean?”

“Ah…I was gonna say that that would make you thirty or thirty one…”

“Thanks,” Steph said insincerely.

“But you don’t look that old. I mean, you seem mature but you look like you’re in your mid-twenties.”

“Mature?”

I shrugged as I fished for the right words. “Confident. Strong. Not hung up in your pretending you are or aren’t something. Like back in the triage tent. You seemed in control. That was a crazy night, and everything could have fallen apart so much faster than I guess it eventually did. But you’re one of those people who’s kind of like a rock in a storm. It calms the people around you.”

Steph smiled and almost laughed, “That’s the nicest I’ve heard it said.”

“What’s that?”

Steph nodded over at Jeff, “He says I have a stick up my ass all the time.”

It was my turn for muted laughter.

“Thanks.” Sarcastically, again.

“No, it’s not that,” I said. “It’s just that I’ve been told the same thing. Apparently I’m a bit uptight.”

Steph looked off to my right, and I followed her gazed to see Dalhover’s sour face looking down on me. “Oh, I didn’t hear you come up.”

Dalhover, of course, said nothing, but simply waited for me to proceed.

“Dr. Evans asked me to talk to you about your tactics with the infected.”

“Okay,” Dalhover responded, as though the word took more effort than he had energy for.

“Okay,” I parroted, for no other reason than to be a dick. “My experience with the infected is different than yours, but when I’ve been trapped with people, kind of like you guys are here, I found that if I remained hidden and stayed quiet, they forget about me. They’re not smart. They don’t have long attention spans. They eventually go away.” I didn’t want to tell Dalhover outright that they were dealing with the infected all together incorrectly but it needed to be said. “Whenever people out there fire a gun, start up a car, or even start talking too loud, the infected hear and they swarm to the source. Every time. They know what sounds to associate with normal people. Whenever you fire a gun, it’s like ringing a bell for Pavlov’s dog.”

Dalhover’s flat expression didn’t change. He just looked at me.

I looked back and unsuccessfully tried to gesture a response out of him.

Nothing.

I got a little irritated. “Do you understand what I’m saying?”

Dalhover paused just long enough to hint at rudeness and said, “Yes.”

I decided to be blunt. “Do you think maybe you should change your tactics then? Maybe hide out here? Maybe give yourselves a chance?”

“No.”

“What?” The volume of my voice shot up a few notches.

“Zed,” Steph said, trying to defuse my rising temper.

“Why?” I asked Dalhover. “Why stick with what you’re doing when you know it’s not working?”

Over Dalhover’s shoulder, one of the soldiers was starting to fidget with his gun and look around. He was clearly uncomfortable with the tone of the conversation.

Then Dalhover spoke. “When Evans asked you to talk with me, did you think that you’d just tell me how it was because you’re the only one who knows anything about killing the infected? Or did he want us to share what we both know?”

“Well…” I started, immediately on the defensive.

Steph cut in. “Zed, listen to Sergeant Dalhover. Maybe with what he knows and what you know, you might figure out some more things about the infected.”

I wanted to protest and tell them I knew all the important things there were to know, but I didn’t. As much as I thought it was true, it also felt a lot like arrogance, which meant that’s probably what it was. So I nodded and tried my best to sound sincere. “I’m sorry, Sergeant Dalhover. I’d like to hear what you know about fighting them.”

Dalhover stared at me for another length of time that bordered on rudeness before his rusty voice said, “Everything you said is right, but you’ve missed the most important point.”

I jumped in with, “The emergent behavior!”

“What?” Dalhover asked, either surprised or not understanding a word outside of his vocabulary.

“Ah, how they follow each other around and stuff,” I explained.

“That’s part of it.” Dalhover told me. “Call that whatever you want. For whatever reason, they like to mimic. The part that’ll get you killed though, and I mean you because you think you already know everything, are the Smart Ones.”

“The Smart Ones?” I asked, my tone dripping with disbelief.

“Zed,” Steph cut in again, “the virus doesn’t have the same effect on everybody. Mostly it turns people into… into them.”

“The Whites,” I said.

“Yes,” she confirmed. “But there are others, well, like you. You’re fine. Normal. But there are lots in between with different levels of brain function.”

Like Russell, I thought. Then I recalled that Jerome had said something about it on that first night, but I’d taken to assuming that so much of what he’d said was just bullshit to sell his CDC lie.

Dalhover said, “Between attacks, I watch them out the windows. I see what they do down there in the grass. The Smart Ones go down there and walk around until they get a bunch of infected following them around. Then they lead them up here to attack us. So we shoot as many as we can, but the Smart Ones are goddamned good at getting away. I keep seeing the same damn Smart Ones down there in the grass, rounding up herds of the dumb ones to do the dirty work.”

I shook my head. “But why? Why would they do that?”

Steph answered, “I think that some of them are like the criminally insane. I don’t think there’s any way to explain their actions in a rational way. For some reason, some of the Smart Ones have decided that they need to attack us up here and that’s what they do.”

Dalhover added, “That’s why hiding and staying quiet won’t work. They’ll come anyway. We have to fight them off.”

I didn’t want to believe it, because it added a whole new dimension to the problem of dealing with the infected, a much more dangerous dimension. “You guys need to get out of here. We need to get you to a safer place.”

“Where would we go?” asked Steph.

Dalhover added, “Where is this safer place?”

I was at a complete loss on that answer, and my silence let that be known. Finally, I admitted, “I don’t know. But listen, my buddy Murphy, he’s a slow burn, like me. Maybe there’s something we can figure out together to help you guys out a little. Hell, maybe he and I together can get one of those Humvees with a fifty cal on the top and drive by and do strafing runs and kill a bunch of them off for you. Fewer you’ll have to deal with up here, that way.”

Dalhover’s face grew darker and more disappointed, “Like you said, Zane, every shot draws more of them in. For every one you shoot, the noise will bring two more. Hell, all that noise you made shooting the place up will probably bring in every infected within a mile.”

Shit. He was right. I’d very likely done more harm than good with my stupid Rambo stunt. My eyes fell to the floor and my heart sank.

Guilt.




Chapter 11

The glass-walled stairwell that I’d shot up had refilled with infected from the streets below. So Dalhover and I were in a short stub of a hall, just long enough for the bank of four elevators, with two doors on one wall behind us and two in front. Dalhover said, “This is where I was going to get out after everybody died.”

“Was?” I asked.

“They won’t all die. Some of them will be immune like me and the colonel.”

“So you’ll stay with the group, then?”

Dalhover nodded and grunted an affirmation.

I told him, “I’ll try and round up some radios or something and get you one so we can keep in contact.”

“Yeah.” Dalhover’s listless tone of voice verged on pissing me off, until it occurred to me that his complete lack of non-verbal communication made his words something of a Rorschach test, and I might be reading too many of my own emotions into it.  Which begged the question, why was I pissed off? Steph was alive and probably immune. I knew I was happy about that. The situation in the hospital was deteriorating, but stable enough for the time being. Could it be jealousy over Steph and Jeff? I had to ask myself if I really was that immature.

I didn’t bother to answer.

I put a hand on the seam between the sliding elevator doors for no reason other than to turn my attention away from Dalhover.

He hefted a long crowbar that he’d gotten from who knew where and said, “The last time I had the doors open, the elevators were all down around the first or second floor. So the shafts were clear. There’s a maintenance ladder over here on the right-hand wall of the shaft. You’ll have to hold on to the conduit and metal supports on the wall and climb around to it.”

“Too far to reach, huh?”

“It’s a six- or seven-foot gap over a hundred-and-twenty foot drop. You could jump it if you wanted to.” The barest smidgen of a smile crossed Dalhover’s face.

“My balls aren’t that big,” I responded. “I was always good on the monkey bars as a kid. I’ll climb it.”

Dalhover slipped the business end of the crowbar in the seam between the elevator doors and pried back and forth to create a gap.

I stepped back to give him room to work.

He got his fingers in the gap, handed me the crowbar, then used both hands to pull the doors open.

As the narrow gap expanded from one inch to two, then suddenly a dozen, several sets of white fingers wrapped around the doors’ edges from the inside out. That took us both by surprise.

Dalhover lost his balance and fell back.

Infected howls poured through the gap as hands pushed the doors all the way open. The dark interior walls of the shaft were crawling with Whites.

“Shit!” I drew my machete as a white face popped out past the door and looked down at Dalhover.

I jumped over and hacked, cutting a diagonal chasm across its face. Blood erupted from the wound along with an enraged scream that followed the White as it fell back into the shaft.

Dalhover yelled something, but my focus was on another White trying to climb out on the far side of the doorway. I swung the machete in an arc to the right and cleaved the infected’s hand between the fingers. The hand lost its grip and gravity pulled him down the shaft.

Howling swelled up the shaft. The frenzy was on.

A pair of feet dangled down from the top edge of the elevator doorway. I hacked across the ankle and blood poured out.

Two heads came up from below. Neither survived long enough to get more than an arm through the door. I felt confident for about two seconds, believing that I could hold them off with the machete while Dalhover figured out how to fix the problem we’d just created. Movement to my left snuffed the life out of that line of thinking.

After seeing the first elevator door slide open, I guessed that the infected had enough brain capacity to apply that same solution to opening the second set of doors in the two-elevator wide shaft. Machete time was over.

“God damned Smart Ones,” Dalhover groused. He fired the first shots, hitting the Whites squirming through the gap between the other set of doors.

“They’ll be coming through all of the elevator doors on these shafts now!” Dalhover shouted with the decisive authority of a man who’d been listened to his whole life. “The two floors above will get ambushed!”

I grabbed my last hand grenade, pulled the pin, got as close to the elevator door as I dared, and tossed it underhand up into the shaft above.

Sergeant Dalhover understood immediately my intent and the risk of it. He was already scampering away from the elevator bank when I turned to follow. I had nothing by which to gauge where in the shaft the grenade would detonate. I only knew that I didn’t want to be standing in front of the open elevator door if it happened there on its fall back down. I ran after Dalhover and just made it around the corner when the blast reverberated through the halls. Sergeant Dalhover and I immediately spun on our heels to go back.

“I’ll hold them at the elevators as long as I can!” he shouted at me before we started to move. “You need to warn them upstairs! The Smart Ones will be coming through the elevators.”

I sprinted back toward the nurse’s station. The halls seemed to narrow and enhance my sensation of speed. I felt like I was flying, which was exactly what I needed to be doing.

Behind me, Dalhover’s rifle fired.

At the T-intersection with the main hall, I looked right and left. The guards that had been at each end were running at full speed toward me and were close.

“The infected are in the elevator shafts!” I shouted. “They’ve figured out how to open the doors!” I pointed at one of them, “You, run upstairs and warn them!”  I pointed at the other, “You, go help Dalhover!”

“What about them?” he asked, pointing at the volunteers as he moved.

“Go!” I commanded.

Both soldiers ran.

Up and down the hall, the volunteers that still had the mental capacity for it understood that danger was on the way and they were squirming against their bonds. The experiment was over. I ran at full speed down to Steph.

“What’s happening?” Jeff asked, conscious again.

“Zed?” Steph’s eyes were wide with terror.

I drew my knife and quickly cut her loose. I jumped over and proceeded to cut Jeff loose. As soon as his hands were free, I gave him the knife and told him, “Go cut loose anyone who’s not symptomatic.”

I turned and pushed my Glock into Steph’s hand. “Can you use this?”

“Yes.”

I pulled out four magazines and put them in her lap as I very urgently told her, “They’re coming in the through the elevator shafts. Take everybody upstairs to twelve.” Without another word, I ran back toward the sound of gunfire.

“Zed!” I heard Steph’s voice behind me. “Zed!”

I ran on. There was nothing more to say.

I rounded the nurse’s station and slid to a stop as the gunfire suddenly ceased. A half-second later, Sergeant Dalhover ran out of the short hall between the elevators. Five steps behind him, an infected man rounded the corner, screaming and grasping.

I dropped to a knee and aimed my M-4.

Two more infected followed.

Dalhover ran right at me, and in his face I finally saw emotion. Fear.

Pointing my rifle at his chest, I yelled, “Duck!”

He took two steps to comprehend, then chose to trust me. He hit the floor like he was sliding into second base.

As soon as his body fell out of my sights, I fired a three-round burst at the infected man who’d been on his heels. His chest exploded in red and he lurched to the side. I fired again and again at the other two, and enough of my bullets hit flesh. Faster than I thought possible, Dalhover was back on his feet and hugging the wall as he ran toward me.

More infected ran out of the elevator bank. Five, seven, ten…

Oh, shit!

Dalhover took up a position on the opposite side of the hall and brought his weapon to bear. “The elevator shafts were full of ‘em!” He fired his weapon. “We won’t be able to hold ’em!”

There were at least a dozen dead or dying in the hall and another ten or twelve stumbling over the bodies of the fallen. They were coming around the corner faster than Dalhover and I could kill them.

“We need to retreat to twelve!” Dalhover yelled to me.

I leaned back and peeked up and down the hall full of volunteers. Five or six people were on their feet, two helping Steph to get someone free, the others running for the stairwell.

“Not yet! We need a few minutes!”

“What?” Dalhover was livid. He jumped to his feet and stepped back into the main hall. He looked up and down then paused, red-faced with rage or urgency, I didn’t know. But without another word, he returned to his kneeling position and fired.

We were killing and killing and killing, but the infected were advancing. I wished I still had those two other grenades. We didn’t have a few minutes. I yelled back up the hall, “Steph! Jeff! You’re almost out of time!”

Dalhover dropped a magazine to the floor and reloaded with enviable speed. “Last mag!”

I ran a hand across my vest, pulled out a few, and flung them across to him.

He gave me a nod. I emptied another magazine, filling the hall with screams, before I paused to reload. As soon as the magazine clicked in, I looked back around the corner. Steph and five others were running toward me. The stairwell was just to my right around the corner. I yelled, “Dalhover, they’re coming! Go when you’re ready.”

Dalhover jumped across the hall and got right in my ear. “Go into the stairwell and yell. I’ve got two men manning the barricade five floors down. Make ‘em run! We have to hold the stairwell door until they get upstairs or they’re dead.”

I was around the corner in half a second and through the door. I screamed down the stairwell. “Hey! Hey!”

“Almost there,” an out-of-breath voice called from a floor below.

Steph and the other volunteers poured through the door, and I directed them upstairs before stepping back out into the hall to support Sergeant Dalhover. The infected were less than twenty feet away. I fired rounds as fast as they would pour out of the rifle, then dropped my magazine and started on another as soon as I loaded it.

There were only three full magazines left in my vest. One hundred and twenty rounds total, less those flying from my barrel. I was on the verge of panic.

The Ogre and the Harpy!

The mantra calmed me. I thought clearly. The situation appeared to have only one end, but that wasn’t true. I was not going to die in this fucking hospital! With seventy people still tied to chairs in some state of fever or infection, the mass of our pursuers was likely to take pause on the tenth floor to gorge themselves on the unlucky before refocusing on us.

I felt no emotional attachment to the seventy lives I’d just clicked off. The infected volunteers were going to die anyway. At least their lives could be traded for time.

“Give me twenty seconds and get your ass in the stairwell!” I shouted, not out of fear now, but out of necessity.

In the blink of an eye, I was out of my firing position and bounding to the other end to the nurse’s station. I grasped the cold steel end of a gurney and wheeled it toward the stairway door.

The gurney smashed into the door, and Dalhover gave me a glance. I ran around, turned the handle and wrestled the wide gurney through the door.

Twenty seconds had passed. Dalhover was still firing. The gurney was heavier and more unwieldy than I’d hoped. But having pushed it through the door, I shouted to Dalhover to come as I manhandled it up the stairs to clear the swing of the door.

A second later, Dalhover squeezed past the door into the stairwell and I slammed the gurney back into it, turning it over, jamming it between the door and second step up. A second later, the infected hit the door from the other side. The door rattled. The gurney jiggled, but only slid far enough for the door to open an inch or two.

Dalhover climbed up over the gurney to the stairs beside me. “Good thinking.”

A different kind of whooping and yelling came through the door as the Whites noticed the bounty of living flesh tied to the chairs in the hall.

Seventy lives traded for time.

I felt shame, but shoved it into a dark place for later, guilty rumination.

The Ogre and the Harpy.

Dalhover peeked down the stairwell between the rails. “Anybody else down there?”

No human answer came, but the infected below were screaming and tearing at the barricade five floors down.

“Let’s go!” Dalhover ran up the steps and I followed. “If things are this bad on twelve, we’re done!”




Chapter 12

At the last flight of stairs, we passed two soldiers with grim looks on their faces and their weapons pointed down. Several of the hospital staff were starting to build a new barricade at the top of the stairs using chairs, beds, and pieces of equipment I couldn’t identify.

As soon as we exited the stairwell and stepped into the hall, I heard the gunfire blasting up from down near the elevators.

The battle for twelve was already on!

Dr. Evans was standing at the nurse’s station where he had a view of all three wings. He was pointing to a couple of the staff and giving them instructions.

Dalhover and I ran up beside him as the two staff members hustled off. To Dr. Evans, Dalhover said, “Colonel, ten is overrun. Zed cut the staff loose that weren’t symptomatic yet.”

Like a meth addict, my adrenaline rush had my attention blazing on overload and I couldn’t stand still. I noticed Jeff Aubrey, pale and unconscious again in a chair behind the nurse’s station. When he next awoke, he’d be one of the infected. We would need to deal with that.

Dr. Evans told Dalhover, “We’ve got everyone off of eleven. We’ve got six men at the elevator bank keeping them back, but all four doors are open. There’s no activity on the exterior stairway yet, but that will change with all of the commotion. You saw that we’re trying to seal off this stairway.  I think there are twenty-six of us now, but I’m not positive on the count. Half military, half infected hospital staff.”

Already bored with Evans’ status report, having deduced that much two seconds after I came out of the stairwell, I was watching the nurses and other doctors running in and out of rooms, gathering equipment. It was urgent, but organized, controlled. I didn’t see Steph among them.

“We’re setting up a fallback barricade on the north wing,” Dr. Evans said.

Fallback, fallback, fallback?

“No.” I didn’t shout it. I just said it.

Dalhover and Evans stopped, surprised, and looked at me.

“No?” Evans asked.

I spoke quickly, but not in panic. “Dalhover’s right about the Smart Ones. Some of them are trying to work cooperatively. The fact that the other elevator shaft is now open proves that. They must have opened it. They’re able to find the weaknesses in your defenses. It’s obvious that hiding here won’t end well. If we don’t escape, we’ll die.”

“Escape is suicide,” Dr. Evans disagreed.

Without a moment of hesitation, Dalhover nodded his head at me and said, “He’s right.”

Dr. Evans shrank and sagged back into the man I’d first met two hours before. That’s what despair looked like. Weakly, he asked, “How?”

Dalhover said, “We’ve probably got some time while the infected are on ten. We’ll have to figure something out and then take a chance. Some of us are bound to make it.”

Dr. Evans shook his head, not at us, but more at himself and some internal dialogue.

“We’ll go with Dalhover’s escape plan,” I said. “We’re going down the elevator shafts!”

Dalhover’s droopy, apathetic eyes found another new expression when they looked at me. The expression said, “Dumbass!”




Chapter 13

It was a suck plan, but our choices were sucky or shit. You take what you can get.

Thirty minutes after my arrival on the twelfth floor, the flow of infected climbing up out of the elevator shafts had slowed to a trickle. Most were exiting on the tenth floor, drawn by the ecstatic howls advertising the feast below. I peeked down both shafts to confirm that. There was light coming in from some open doors twelve floors down and light from the open doors near the top, but most of the shaft was hidden in deep shadow. Any part of the walls illuminated with dispersed light was covered with fearless White climbers. The bottoms of both shafts were covered with the dead and those among the Whites who were happy to eat their own.

Having done my final check of the shafts, I hurried back around the corner to where everyone and everything was staged. Dr. Evans and Sergeant Dalhover looked at me with expectant eyes. “Last chance guys. Are we doing this? If not, I’ll go out by myself or with whoever else wants to chance it.”

“I don’t expect more than half of us to make it, and that’s if we get lucky,” Dr. Evans said. He was back to being detached, efficient Evans. His analysis was probably right.

I looked at Dalhover. In his flat, gravelly voice he said, “Everybody’s in. They all see where this is going to end if we stay.”

“Then we run for it,” I pasted on my best fake smile. “Running has worked for me more times than I can count.”

Dr. Evans turned to the survivors arrayed by the wheeled hospital beds up the hall. He yelled, “Does everyone know what to do?”

Only silent, stern faces looked back. Heads nodded.

I looked for Steph’s face in the hall. Our eyes met. Hers were red from crying over Jeff. She wouldn’t allow anyone to shoot him, and she wouldn’t leave him at the nurse’s station. I’d given her a hand moving him into a small storage room near the end of the main hall. She locked the door from the inside and left him there. Sure, there was a chance he’d awaken in a day or two as a slow burn, like me, but…

“If anyone gets separated from the group, you’re on your own,” Dr. Evans said. “We can’t go back and look for you. We’ll have to presume that you’re dead. Stay together.”

No response from the group. No questions.

We all stood in an awkward moment of silence, readying ourselves to rush into death’s greedy maw.

Dalhover’s gruff voice snapped everyone’s attention forward, not because it carried, but because they were used to listening to it and he was used to their listening. “This ain’t gonna be a pep talk, but soldiers, listen up. I don’t know if any of us will make it out of here, but these civilians volunteered to get infected. They’re probably all immune or they’d be dead down on ten right now. These civilians have a chance. Most of you don’t. Some of you may be immune, but the truth is that most of you will probably be infected and dead by the end of the week. But you know that as well as I do. When we run outta here, I’m not telling you to sacrifice yourself for civilians. I’m just tellin’ you to keep that in mind. If we get in a bad situation, remember why you put on that uniform. Be soldiers.”

Dalhover didn’t waste any time waiting for acceptance, agreement, or even a smile or a nod. He headed for the elevator shafts.

Dr. Evans looked around. He watched Sergeant Dalhover go, then looked at me. “Ready?”

I nodded.

Dr. Evans yelled, “Good luck and God bless! Let’s go!”

Hospital beds, gurneys stacked with computers, patient monitors, chairs, rolling cabinets, anything with wheels or any heavy object that could be piled on top were rolled toward the elevator bank.

Down at the corner by the elevators, Dalhover and I stood out of the way and watched as the soldiers guided each piece of heavy equipment into one each of the four open elevator doors. Each piece bounced down the shaft, making a hell of a noise, scrubbing the climbing infected from the walls, and hitting the bottom with the sound of a grenade explosion.

And more equipment followed.

The sound of automatic gunfire from far around the corner confirmed that the diversion had started. Three of the soldiers stood at the top of the exterior stairwell and fired at the hordes of infected who were either still on top of the garage or below on the west side of the hospital grounds.

If that worked, many of the Whites still outside would be drawn to that side of the hospital to feed on the dead.

A steady flow of beds rounded the corner and quickly disappeared down the shafts.

Fifteen minutes in and the gunfire had stopped. Those soldiers handling the diversion had secured the door and were in the hall on rearguard duty.

A guy by the one of the shafts yelled, “Clear! I think.”

I ran over and stuck my head through the open elevator door. A single bald, white head leaned through the door on the tenth floor, looking up at me. There was no light coming from the bottom of the shaft. It was clogged with a thick tangle of stainless steel, hospital bedding, shattered equipment, and shattered white bodies, at least that’s what I imagined. It was black. On the parts of the walls I could see in the light coming through our open doors, there were no climbers. I hoped that no more would be able to make up through the jumble at the bottom. Only those on ten would be a problem.

It was time to do or die, run or cry. I looked at Sergeant Dalhover and he gave me a nod. The two soldiers that I’d first met guarding the door to the exterior stairwell stood ready, along with a third, to follow me down.

Two deep breaths and I reached into the shaft, grabbed a sturdy piece of conduit, and swung a leg out over the chasm to find footing on the wall. I spider-crawled sideways, grabbing onto anything that look like it would hold my weight. The three men followed. Dalhover and three soldiers were in the shaft across the hall, doing the same.

After a frightfully long time that in reality couldn’t have been more than a minute, I put one bandaged, slippery hand on a rung of the service ladder and thanked God, though I don’t know why.

My feet found the rungs below and I wasted no time in working my way down to make room for the following soldiers. Moments later, I was down to the tenth floor, but well beyond the reach of rapacious hands.

Looking to solve that problem, a bold White leaned far out into the shaft, focused on the meals coming down the ladder. A moment later, a computer monitor crushed his head as it fell from above, dragging his big white body into the chasm. More infected were there behind him but it wasn’t my job to deal with them. That was for the three men above—soldiers to spread out on the walls around ten, opposite the elevator doors. They had side arms, and their job was to keep the infected focused on this shaft, another diversion.

I hurried down into the darkness, hoping nothing waited for me down there on the wall or the ladder.

The floor numbers were sloppily spray painted in large numerals on the concrete walls of the shaft beside each set of elevator doors. I had just passed the seventh and was barely able to make it out in the darkness when a white body and another piece of equipment crashed down not two feet away from me.

Gunshots echoed down from above.

Two more bodies fell.

I passed the sixth floor. A computer monitor, terrifyingly close, whooshed by and crashed into the pile of medical equipment and bodies below.

Only two floors to go!

But I was in the blackness now, feeling my way down the ladder, pausing between labored breaths and listening for the sound of a White. The air was full of sound seeping through the walls from outside, echoing down from above and up from below. From below, the sounds were of dying Whites, wrenched in the broken equipment at the bottom of the shaft. Or if my luck had turned to shit, it was the labored breathing of Whites climbing up out of the darkness toward me.

I hurried as fast as my bandaged hands allowed.

A very faint seam of light outlined the edges of a set of elevator doors. That was five.

More gunfire.

Another body.

I was breathing heavily from the exertion. My arms and hands were stiff.

Four!

I hollered up, “I’m here! Don’t drop anything else!”

I worked my way off of the ladder and onto a thin metal support attached to the wall, wide enough for only my toes. I grabbed conduit and pieces of metal framework and went as swiftly as I could.

More gunfire from above. I pressed myself to the wall, in case a flailing infected body was coming.

More gunfire.

“Damn! I just need another minute!”

A body brushed me as it fell past.

“Fuck!”

“You all right?” a voice called from above.

“I’m good!” My hands were shaking. I was breathing a lot more rapidly than necessary.

Calm down. I have to do this. I have to.

Necessity pushed caution aside. The longer I stayed on the wall of the shaft, the more likely it was that I would die at the bottom. I grabbed hurriedly with my hands and shuffled my feet. I slipped, almost fell, but recovered.

In seconds, I was in position beside the door.

I drew my machete, reached across the smooth, stainless steel width of the door, jammed it into the seam, and pried.

A gap appeared.

Light!

I looked around me. There were smears of blood on the wall. Bits of scalp here and there where sharp edges of the supporting steel framework stuck out an inch or two into the shaft. And below me, nothing moved on the walls, but the dying moans from the white bodies crammed into the broken equipment drew me to look at the bottom. That was an image queued up for repression. I turned away quickly.

I wiggled, pried, and pushed.

The doors parted, then slid apart. I adjusted my footing and my grip so that I could avoid the sliding door, then I stopped and listened.

I heard howling. I heard gunfire. I heard screams, but I didn’t hear or see anything on the fourth floor.

Luck?

I climbed past the door to where I could peek into the hall through the gap between the doors. Two infected squatted in the hall between the elevators, looking at me as curiously as I was looking at them.

None of us made any aggressive moves, but the infected looked around at the ceiling, the walls, and the closed elevator doors. Sound was everywhere and they were trying to identify a source they could get to. The elevator doors across the hall seemed to be piquing their interest the most.

I climbed out of the shaft and planted my feet firmly on the floor. With my machete in hand, ready to do the necessary work, I reached down for my Glock as a backup. It wasn’t there, and I recalled that I had given it to Steph. A curse was on my lips, but I felt better with her having it. She needed at least one weapon.

With both infected facing away from me for the moment, killing the first was easy. I swung hard at the back of her neck, severed her spine, and she crumbled. Blood spewed across the waxed floor. The other infected looked down at his partner rather than over at me. He seemed transfixed by the glossy, pooling blood. When he did see the blade of my machete swinging toward his throat, he tried vainly to block the blow but lost all the fingers on his right hand. The blade gashed his neck open anyway.

But he wasn’t dead.

His bloody, fingerless hand reached out for me. His mouth opened and closed, trying to scream or bite. I jumped back and he fell on his face, adding his blood to the pool on the floor.

I jumped back into the elevator door through which I’d come and waved up the shaft, holding out four fingers.

From above, a voice yelled, “Four!”

More gunfire followed.

I crossed the hall, jammed my machete into the seam between the elevator doors, and in moments I had them pried apart. Sergeant Dalhover was on the service ladder, looking back at me. I leaned in and looked up the ladder. It was full of our people. I didn’t look down to see if we’d lost any in their attempts to climb around the wall and make it over to the ladder. That was useless information that only held bad memories and nightmares.

Dalhover worked his way around the wall with the athleticism of a spider monkey, and within seconds was standing on the floor beside me.

“Any trouble on ten?” I asked.

He shook his head. “The diversion is working, but we lost one. She slipped and fell trying to get to the ladder.” Dalhover read the question on my face. “It wasn’t Nurse Leonard.”

“I’ll clear this floor while you get everyone out.”

Dalhover looked down at the two dead.

“There may be more.” I shrugged as though I needed to provide some kind of excuse for the two dead Whites. Intellectually, I knew they were murderous cannibals, but they looked as human as me. Some emotional artifacts of morality are hard to slough off.

I took off at a jog around the corner, peering into any open door, looking for movement. Closed doors I left alone.




Chapter 14

Five more infected on the fourth floor died under my blade by the time I rendezvoused with the group at the elevator bank.

Twenty or thirty of us stood close, shuffling nervously, pointing weapons up and down the hall.

A soldier was firing his pistol up the elevator shaft that I’d come down. I was wishing he wouldn’t, but he knew the risks as well as I did. A scream echoed out of the shaft and the soldier jumped back. The now-familiar sound of bodies crashing into the medical equipment below drew every eye to the door. The soldier anxiously frowned and said, “They’re coming down the shaft!”

Dalhover asked, “McWilliams, Cook?”

The soldier shook his head.

Two more dead.

Dr. Evans looked at me.

I knew my part. I was the scout. The infected didn’t see me as a meal or a threat, mostly, so it made sense. I took off at a run. One of the soldiers followed thirty or forty feet behind.

The breezeway to the children’s hospital was angled off of the main hall, so I could see more and more of its length as I ran on. Through the glass walls of the breezeway, I saw down to the eight-lane highway that ran past the other side of the children’s hospital. It was clogged with cars and littered with human remains. East Austin was visible in the distance, with its demarcation of charred black to the north and lucky, impoverished neighborhoods to the south.

Bodies in various states of consumption lay in the hall. Equipment was scattered among bits of medical supplies.

Dead soldiers! Yes!

I chastised myself for the moment of excitement. They weren’t just potential sources of ammunition and weapons. I had to remember that the soldiers had been people, too. Or maybe it was better that I didn’t.

I scrounged some magazines that seemed full and left the rest for those following behind. Though the evidence kept suggesting otherwise, it was hard to let go of the action-movie truism that more weapons in more good guy hands was a good thing.

I ran out onto the breezeway. The sun glared through the glass walls, casting painful reflections off of the gleaming floor. Other than the remnants of a barricade, there wasn’t much of anything in the breezeway: the remains of some bodies marked by their scattered detritus, brass bullet casings, and blood on the glass. It was disturbingly beautiful translucent red in the sun’s brilliance, hand prints smeared in long arcs from eye level to floor, sprays where severed arteries emptied. But lower, chest height and down, the blood was smudged into nothingness. That caught my attention. It occurred to me that it had been licked off of the glass. Could it get any worse?

Gunshots from far behind urged us both forward. The infected from upstairs in the other building were coming down.

But there was motion ahead!

I raised a hand to signal the soldier following me to slow.

Down at the end of the breezeway, at the entrance to the children’s hospital, infected were feeding on the dead. As I moved closer, I counted seven heads bobbing up and down, tearing back and forth, grinding their teeth into the flesh of the corpses. I paused and almost stumbled.

The feeding infected were all children, white and skinny, in hospital gowns. One child looked up at me with wispy strands of hair over a bald head, dark circles under sunken eyes. That kid must have had cancer when the virus claimed him. Another face popped up, sallow cheeks smeared in blood, chewing teeth working on a stringy strand of muscle.

There were so few children among the infected that it was a surprise to see them. Children were slow, weak, and naïve; natural victims and easy prey. Of course there weren’t that many.

With the eyes of children’s, not beasts, they watched me approach, curious and innocent, innocent with mouths dripping the clotting blood of the dead.

They all needed to die, and I needed to kill them.

The Ogre and the Harpy.

As I got close, the wispy-haired cancer kid sat up on his heels and waited for me. With as much self-hate as I’d ever felt, I hauled my blade back and swung it around. He didn’t move. Like a young Russell, he just watched the blade arc toward his tiny skull, which nearly exploded as the machete tore through fragile bone. For the second time in a day, and perhaps just the second time since I was twelve, I wanted to cry.

A girl of eleven or twelve with long blond hair squatted beside the boy, blinking bits of his brain matter out of her eyes when my backhand swing severed her thin neck with little resistance. Her blond hair whipped across my eyes as her head spun into the air. A splash of her arterial blood splattered my face and open mouth. I wailed.

Another girl, maybe five, rolled over, grabbed my left foot, and tried to bite through my boot. I dropped to a knee and felt bones crunch as my weight came down her. She was coughing blood and trying vainly to move her arms when I slashed a dark-haired boy who’d figured out that I was a threat.

The last three children were coming at me by then and I hacked wildly at grasping hands, tiny arms, and vicious little teeth. It only took a few seconds and they were all down. I froze in a ready position, breathing heavily between the blood-splattered windows and dripping ceiling, hacked limbs and severed heads at my feet. Disgusted by the taste, I spit what felt like a mouthful of the blond girl’s blood onto the floor.

One child’s body jerked, headless on the floor, not yet all the way dead. The broken girl still coughed up blood as she cried and lolled her head, but wasn’t able to do more.

I looked back to the other end of the breezeway. The soldier’s expression was hard to read in the distance, but his mouth was hanging open, his arms dangling at his sides. He’d been as horrified watching as I’d been in the doing.

But it was necessary. Of course it was necessary.

It had to be necessary.

I felt like a monster.

A loathsome, shame-filled monster.

Move. Move!

Breathe.

Don’t think about it.

The hallway at the end of the breezeway split to the left and right into the children’s hospital. I pointed left and waited for a confirming nod from the still frozen soldier before moving cautiously ahead.

Rounding the corner, I was confronted by a thin girl of about thirteen with heavily bandaged arms. Further down the hall was a boy of a similar size. Behind me in the hall, leading in the other direction, a girl of four or five sat by the wall, gnawing on something.

Please, God, let this be all of them.

The thin girl with the bandages charged.

I turned away from the little gnawing one and hacked down with my machete. The blade tore through the thin girl’s collarbone and into her chest, lodging in her rib cage. I cursed myself for having notched the blade when I vented my frustration on the car earlier that morning. Deep red blood gushed from her mouth, and she coughed a wicked scream as she sank to the floor.

The patter of small feet and an asthmatic wheeze came from behind me. I spun and kicked the gnawing little girl hard under the jaw. Her head snapped back and she dropped to the floor, wide-eyed and bloody-mouthed, but motionless.

For the first time in my life, I wished the Harpy's harsh words and the Ogre's menacing fists had finished their work and beaten all of the humanity out of me when they had the chance.

Ill-prepared to bear the grinding of bone on metal, I placed a boot on the thin girl’s chest and wrestled my machete loose, freeing her blood to roll across the shiny floor. Up the hall, the gangly brown-haired boy stood, frozen and staring with a familiar blankness on his face, a blankness that wouldn’t last.

With dripping machete in hand, I ran at him, intent on chopping that accusatory blankness away. And he did nothing but watch as I hacked him down.

Once on the floor, he was just a pale skinned child, staring and silent. Blood oozed out of fresh wounds, capillary action pulling it into florid red blossoms on his hospital gown, gluing the gown to his bony ribs as it dampened. His mouth worked slowly, as if trying to tell me something important, but no words came, only burbles of blood and spit that splattered up in a little fountain driven by his dying breaths, staining his face with pain as it rained back down and flowed into his brown hair.

His eyes looked up at me for many long, accusing seconds before they glassed over with death.

His brilliant red blood crept across the floor in a sadly feeble attempt to drown its owner’s killer. Still the dead eyes stared.

And stared.

The boy hadn’t done anything. He hadn’t been aggressive. He hadn’t moved.

The familiarity of the blankness on his face clicked in my mind. Russell!

Had I just killed a younger version of Russell?

Every curse word I knew exploded in my mind, held back by my stifling lips. I wanted to scream and scream and scream.

The slap of bare feet on the smooth floor pulled my attention back into the moment.

Another girl was running up the hall, at me… or past me. It didn’t matter. When she got within range of my machete, I cut her down to bleed and die beside the docile, brown-haired boy. After she went down, there was silence in the curved hall. Nothing moved except the blood, crawling it’s way across the smooth floor and clinging to my soles.

Was the children’s hospital the most horrific place yet?

It felt that way.

Stuff it away!

Stuff it away!

Put it all some place black and deep.

The Ogre and the Harpy.

I ran around the curve of the hall until I reached a stairwell door. That was my goal. That was our planned escape route. Unfortunately, There was no window on the door to reveal the interior. I muttered a curse, turned the knob, and pushed it open.

“Shit!”

The stairwell was full of infected!

The big ones!

They howled as I pulled the door shut again.

My kingdom for a grenade!

A group too dumb to work a door, though—my favorite kind. At least there was that. But how long would the door stay shut now that they had seen me open and close it? The fear of being trapped kicked my brain into a higher gear. I needed to find another exit. The description of the children’s hospital provided by Dr. Evans included an atrium further up the hall with a wide stairway that curved all the way down to ground level. It was time to run again. If the atrium wasn’t clear, we’d have to chance another elevator shaft. But did we have time for that?

No.

Every moment in the halls of the hospital with no barricade between us and the infected was a risk, a big, big risk. We couldn’t hope to hold off any significant number of them with only bullets.

Ahead of me, the hall opened up to the four-story atrium, walled with glass, filled with tropical plants and sunshine. I came to a halt against a chrome railing, supported by waist-high glass panels. As promised, a wide, open stairway meandered down through the space to the lobby floor. Remains of the dead littered the lobby. Among the remains, a White that looked like a hobbit’s grandmother with fucked-up hair rambled in a circle. Her fitful grunts echoed off the sterile walls.

Choosing to gloss over any thoughts about why a grandmother might have been at the children’s hospital when the world went to shit a week ago, I instead focused on her physical unsightliness. She would die quickly when I got down there.

I repositioned to get a better angle on a view out the front doors. The infected were out there, but there weren’t many. The diversion had worked. We had a chance if I could get the others here in a hurry.

I bolted back up the hall.




Chapter 15

The tall glass wall on the front of the atrium gave us a slightly sterilized view of the world on the outside. It muffled the jagged edge of the wailing infected out there, and the tint on the glass hid the ash that tainted the air.

Four vehicles were visible on the lawn: two armored Humvees, an ambulance like the one that transported Murphy and me to the gym on the first night, and an un-armored Humvee for anyone with more stupid in his soul than me. Squeezing us all into the two armored Humvees and the ambulance would be tight, but the ambulance was vulnerable.

Dalhover quickly separated the people into vehicle-sized groups and told them to organize themselves fast. Better to pick a driver and call shotgun now, in the momentary safety of the atrium, rather than out in the trampled grass, running for our lives. The small delay caused by two people trying to get through the same door at the same time might get them both killed.

Dr. Evans, apparently evaluating the vehicles just as I was, asked me, “Is that ambulance safe?”

“Only if it sticks close behind a Humvee,” I answered. “On its own, the infected will destroy it. Remember, they can’t feel pain like you can, so beating a windshield with their fists until it shatters won’t bother them one bit. They’ll jump on a moving car without a thought as to whether they’ll get injured or killed. Once they get all jazzed into hysterics, unarmored vehicles can’t survive.”

“What else is out there that we can’t see from here? Should we skip it, then?”

“No,” I shook my head, “it’s one of the closest vehicles to the door. There probably aren’t more than three or four more armored Humvees out there. The only other one that I know of for sure is too far to get to safely. Tell you what: I can walk out first and grab the farthest one and bring it back over. But I’ll warn you before I start the engine. Once I do that, shit gets crazy faster than you can imagine.”

Dr. Evans thought for a second. “We’ll do that. Don’t start the engine until you see us run out the door. Then drive back over and pick up who you can. I’ll ride in the ambulance with one of the soldiers driving.”

“No,” I didn’t agree at all. “You’re immune. You’re in charge. You need to be in a Humvee.”

“No, Zane. The biggest risk is in the ambulance. I won’t ask someone else to do it.”

Arguing was pointless.

“Be sure you have a weapon.”

“I want Dalhover with you in the lead vehicle.” Dr. Evans looked out across the grass as he talked. “You’ve been out there. You know what it’s like. The two of you leading works well. The ambulance will fall in right behind, with the other two Humvees in the rear.”

I followed Dr. Evans’ gaze out the window. As relatively calm as the lawn looked at that moment, it was deceptive.

“We may not be able to straighten that out until we get into east Austin, but that depends on how far they chase us, I guess,” I said. “Oh, and I’m taking Steph in my vehicle. I don’t care who else comes along.”

“That’s up to you. Dalhover will organize the rest.”

Down on the floor of the lobby, Grandma Baggins was still circling. Far behind us, in the other building, gunfire still echoed. At least a few of the soldiers were back there paying for our escape with their lives.

I steeled my courage with their bravery and asked, “Would you let Dalhover get Steph and wait by the front door? I’ll pick them up there.  I’ll head down and get that Humvee. I’ll probably be in it and ready by the time you guys get downstairs. But make sure I’m in the driver’s seat before you come out. Oh, and one more thing: once you’re outside, you’ve got about thirty or forty seconds to get inside those vehicles, get ‘em buttoned up, and start moving. Shoot anything in your way or anything nearby. Shooting will draw about a bazillion infected from the other side of the building, but if you’re not already in the vehicles and moving by the time they get here, it’ll be because you’re already dead.”

“Thanks for the encouragement,” Dr. Evans smiled wryly.

Good. At least he wasn’t humorless.

I ran down the stairs, stepping as quickly and as lightly as possible, so as not to announce my presence to any infected in the off-shooting halls. When I hit the terrazzo floor of the lobby, the bloody-mouthed little troll of a woman was gawking at me with irritation in her eyes. At full speed, I ran at her and slashed my machete through most of her fat neck.

Not looking to see the results of my work, I spotted movement to my left near an information desk. There were three Whites there, feeding on the body of a child. I got only the usual glances as each infected greedily pulled the corpse closer to themselves, trying to set their territory.

I slowed down only enough to make the turn toward them. They were surprised that I was suddenly on them.

My machete swung at the back of the head of the man nearest me, but he turned to look up at the last moment, causing my machete to glance off of his skull, taking hair and skin, but little bone. He fell, dazed. I swung again and slashed one across the face. She rolled onto her back, not moving.

The third pounced at me, and I barely got my machete up to defend myself. We both fell over. I landed on my back with her on top of me, my blade jammed into her chest. She struggled and spewed blood, but was dying.

The scalped one had regained his senses enough to grab my foot and pull. I kicked at him with my free foot while I struggled to get the dying woman off of me.

The infected guy crawled and clawed his way onto me and tried to bite my leg. My knee smashed a solid blow to his temple and his eyes rolled back in his head.

That gave me a chance to get the bloody woman off of me and to get to my knees. I punched the guy twice in the face while noticing how much he looked like Mark. That made it easier. I jumped to my feet and finished him with three crushing kicks between his crazy blue eyes.

The dying woman was on her back, struggling and gurgling for breath.

At least they weren’t kids.

I stepped on her chest to pry my blade out. I yanked several times. Again, the nicks in the blade were a problem. I’d need to find a replacement.

Finished with the three, I hurried back out into the center of the lobby. Dr. Evans was leaning over with wide eyes and a concerned face. Most of the group was already hurrying down the stairs.

Dripping in blood, again, thankfully none of it mine, I waved and ran through one of the wide rows of glass doors at the front of the lobby. Despite the circumstances, it felt better to be outside than in. The heat embraced me like an old friend and I ran toward a Humvee a full block away.

The sounds of the infected were all around, but there weren’t that many to be seen.

Something wasn’t right. Something really wasn’t right!

I looked left and right as I put distance between myself and the doors. The infected I passed looked me over, but made no aggressive moves. That would change soon enough.

I reached the Humvee. Its doors were closed and nothing was moving inside. I cupped my hands and looked in through the windows. No infected. No bodies and no blood. Empty and clean. It didn’t get any better than that.

I looked back toward the atrium doors. “Oh, shit!”

In my surprise, I’d said it too loud and caught the attention of a nearby White whose little goldfish brain connected the verbalization with the taste of food and rushed me. Unprepared for the attack, my machete caught him under the arm, almost too late but effective enough. His nearly amputated arm threw him off balance and he spun to the side with the momentum of it. My next blow cut a deep, blood-spewing gash across his neck and he fell to the grass to bleed out under the cruel sun.

The infected I’d heard, but hadn’t seen when I ran out of the building, were squatted along the wall of the building on both sides of the door, sheltering themselves from the sun among the shrubs in a narrow band of shade. There were hundreds.

Dr. Evans and the hospital survivors were arrayed at the glass doors, ready to push. Neither group was aware of the other. People were about to die.

I raised a palm and exaggerated a motion for them to stay.

Smiles and up-pointed thumbs were the response.

Fuck!

Hands were on the doors, ready to push. Freedom for them was a door-glass thickness away. Anticipating escape, they were going to come out any second now.

I could think of one thing to do to avert disaster. I swung open the door of the Humvee, tossed my machete in, and raised my M-4. I looked left. I looked right. I had some space. I fired at the infected by the walls.

A thousand howls ripped the air and the squatting Whites moved as one, as though the hospital wall itself had jumped. The mass of them raced toward me as I emptied the magazine.

I jumped into the Humvee as the vanguard of the horde from the west side of the hospital rounded the corner, chasing a sound they’d heard and of which they were anxious to find the source. I scrambled over the seats and set all of the combat locks. It wouldn’t do to have Smart Ones opening the doors while I was running for my life.

Back in the driver’s seat, I cranked the Humvee. Its engine rumbled to life. I floored it. The tires spun on the dry turf and sent dirt, grass, and dust into the air. If any infected had any doubt where their human morsel had gone, I’d erased that doubt for them. I steered straight for the infected mass rounding the corner and raced the engine.

The first infected I hit was obliterated by the bumper, and the next few died just as badly.

When the crowd grew thick, I angled to my right to stay out of the mob. I couldn’t let them bring me to a stop. Stopping was dying. The Humvee bounced over bodies, fallen barricades, and curbs. In a sea of screaming white faces and chomping jaws, I didn’t have a thought to spare for the survivors from the hospital. I’d done what I could. Survival had trumped philanthropy.

The Humvee slowed under the press of human flesh.

I wondered if I’d done too much.

The vehicle lurched as it slowed and the tires spun on wet flesh. Whites were all over the vehicle, pounding on the roof, bashing their fists at the glass.

The Humvee swayed. I was losing control to the weight of the flowing bodies.

If the Humvee stopped, it was over. The Whites wouldn’t leave and I wouldn’t be able to get out. The Humvee would run out of gas. The AC would go. I’d die of heat stroke before day’s end.

But I wasn’t angry, as was my habit.

Fright gave way to acceptance of the high likelihood that I’d pushed my luck one too many times.




Chapter 16

The Humvee crept through the crush of bodies. I wrestled with the steering wheel, played with the gas, and fought for control. The infected screamed in frustration.

Inexplicably, the riot of bodies thinned on my right side, so I cut the steering wheel hard in that direction. I threw a prayer at the sky to aid in my escape. Who knew what might work?

With the diminished effects of the infected pushing on the right side, those on the left began to win the push-me-pull-you contest and the vehicle leaned hard to the right. I gunned the engine. The wheels alternately spun and caught, spun and moved, then miraculously caught and accelerated.

There were fewer Whites ahead than behind.

With the devil in my grin, I forgot the god of whom I’d just asked a favor and screamed in triumph. More bumps. More jerks. More Whites maimed under my wheels.

There was daylight ahead. I saw spots of clear turf in the gaps between the infected piled on the hood. At twenty miles per hour, I jerked hard to the left, then back to the right, trying to induce a rhythmic sway in the cumbersome vehicle. Four or five fell off, and I could see well enough around the remaining ones that I wouldn’t hit a tree.

The hospital was to my right, and when a determined woman fell off of the driver’s side door, I saw over the heads of the mob. Neither the ambulance nor the Humvees that the survivors had planned to take were there.

Something about the plan had worked.

I let myself feel good about that without spending a thought on how many had died in the run for the vehicles.

The Humvee bounced over a particularly large pile of infected bodies and dropped over a curb.  My tires were on asphalt. I turned hard to the right and hit thirty. The street ahead was relatively clear. I had to slalom through the haphazardly scattered cars, but that worked to my purposes anyway. I lost one or two of my riders with each sway to the left and right.

I caught a right-hand turn and thought I might roll the Humvee as I headed back toward downtown. A curbed median appeared in the road and instead of braking, I accelerated toward it. When the tires hit the curb, I bounced out of my seat and hit the roof of the Humvee, hearing the infected bounce and roll across the Humvee’s roof as I landed back in my seat.

“Sweet!”

I was on the wrong side of the road, but what difference did that make to anybody? I guessed that there were maybe three or four Whites still on the Humvee. Manageable.

I wondered how long the survivors would wait for me at the rally point, but that was a secondary concern to my other responsibilities. I’d left Russell in that house, and I needed to go get him. He wouldn’t survive on his own. I needed to get back to Murphy and Mandi. With what I now knew of the Smart Ones among the infected, they were in more danger than they knew.

I made a left turn and started my zigzag tactic through the square city blocks to work my way west.




Chapter 17

The drive through the infested city was time-consuming and strenuous. My arms were tired from constantly turning the steering wheel at each corner, to avoid large groups, or to run down solitary Whites. That last, a questionable practice. How durable was the armored Humvee, after all?

But some of them looked enough like Mark that each time, it seemed worth the risk to the vehicle.

I glanced down at the Humvee’s radio about a thousand times on my circuitous journey. Contact with Dalhover, Evans, and the other survivors waited for me through that little metal box, but each time I looked at it, I was immediately befuddled. It was nothing like Dan’s simple CB radio that I’d found stashed in the garage when I was a kid. That radio had an on/off switch, a channel selector, and a volume knob. It was easy, both to figure out and to operate.

But this thing had about a half-dozen knobs, only a few of which seemed to have an understandable purpose, several jacks, and a keypad. A keypad! What the hell was that for? Even what I thought was the on/off switch looked to have nine positions.

Frustrating.

Without an operator’s manual, figuring it out could take hours, or days. Certainly not something to be done while running like a mad mouse through west-central Austin. Perhaps Murphy knew how the thing worked.

With something resembling optimism, I finally made the right turn onto Matheson Ridge Road, committed to running over any infected anywhere near my path. One died on the asphalt as soon as I rounded the corner. Others were in front yards or driveways as I passed, and not worth the risk, though they did pursue.

There was a huddle of Whites in the driveway, feeding on their dead, looking up at my Humvee as it bore down on them. But there just weren’t enough functional synapses left in their brains to process the lethal conclusion coming their way at forty miles per hour.

I braked hard into the turn, and Humvee’s tires squealed loudly as the heavy truck bounced over the mailbox and up the driveway. Some of the Whites jumped at the last second. Most thudded against steel. The garage door rent in long panels of bent aluminum that shrieked as the Humvee barreled through. After all of that, to my surprise, two infected were pinned to the back wall by the Humvee’s bumper when I came to a stop. They were messed up and bloody as hell, but alive and pissed.

I jumped out of the driver's side door with my M4 in my hands. No point in trying to be quiet now.

A White came running at me from outside. I fired about three rounds before I got the guy. He fell back, squirming, but not a danger for the moment. It took three more shots to finish off the other two on the wall. I turned my attention back to the garage door, almost too late.

"Dammit!"

The infected I’d shot was crawling at me, and close. I couldn’t miss at this range. I shot him twice in the chest and he stopped moving.

I saw no movement down the driveway and out into the street. That wasn’t going to last.

Now, for the moment that I’d dreaded.

Please, let Russell be okay.

With only a few rounds left in my magazine, I switched it for a full one. Ammunition was way low. That was a real concern. I positioned myself by the doorway to the kitchen, with one hand ready to pull the trigger and the other on the doorknob. I didn't expect anything dangerous inside, but caution could not be overrated.

I turned the knob, tugged the door, and jumped back several feet as I raised my weapon. The door slowly swung open, and the sunlight pouring in through the bank of windows on the back of the house silhouetted a man standing just inside the kitchen.

"Russell!"

He didn't move.

I stepped closer and squinted at the light. Russell's face was streaked with tears. He stared emptily forward, back in the state in which I'd originally found him.

I felt like shit.

I wondered what emotions Russell could feel. I wondered what thoughts went through his simple brain. Did he feel abandoned? Did he think I was never coming back? I let my rifle dangle from its sling and put a hand on his shoulder. I looked into his unresponsive eyes and said, "Russell, are you okay?"

He, of course, said nothing.

I squeezed into the kitchen, closing and locking the door behind me. Pushing past him, I took his hand and said, "C'mon, Russell," hoping that he'd follow.

He did.

We walked back over to the granite-covered island. A room-temperature sandwich still sat there on a plate. I tore it in half and set a half in front of each of our stools. "Russell, let's sit down and eat. C'mon, sit down."

Russell complied, and together, we shared another meal.




Chapter 18

With Russell back to normal, or perhaps after no apparent change in Russell, but with my guilt assuaged, I did a quick search of the house for goodies. There were no firearms, but there was a good quantity of food and water. Twenty minutes of silence in the house had left the garage empty of infected, though there were several who’d started feeding on the newly dead in the driveway.

Bad choice for them.

With no trouble from the feeding infected, I loaded the Humvee with enough food and bottled water to last four people for a few days.

After getting Russell loaded into the passenger seat, it was a just a matter of running down the infected in the driveway again, and another long, tiring drive through the neighborhoods north of downtown. I found a passable bridge over the highway and lost a few platoons of chasing infected as I sped the Humvee into the ash-covered wasteland of east Austin.

Thankfully, it was still a dead zone. I slowed the Humvee down to thirty miles per hour, a safe speed for navigating around road hazards. With nearly every structure burned to a black skeleton and piles of ash, and with all the street signs unreadable, there were few landmarks, but the towering concrete overpasses at the intersection of highways 183 and 290 were visible from the tops of hills miles away.

Knowing that I’d been too long in getting to the rally point, I chose to go there before picking up Murphy and Mandi. I felt sure they were safe for the time being.

As I approached the southwest corner of the intersection, in what had been a parking lot for a small complex of low-rent duplexes, I spotted a single Humvee with a thin slouched man standing on the roof keeping watch with a pair of binoculars: Dalhover. He had to have seen us as we approached, but remained vigilant in watching the other directions for threats.

“There they are, Russell,” I said, pointing.

I spotted Steph’s flaming red hair catching in the breeze as she exited their Humvee. She was followed by one of the soldiers. Among the burned ruins of the duplexes, I saw no other vehicles and no other people got out of the Humvee. My heart sank. Surely they weren’t the only escapees.

I navigated my Humvee through the maze of streets toward Dalhover’s position. A straight line across the ruins of houses would have been quicker, but who knew what hazards lay under the ash and in the twisted metal and brick remains? There was no immediate need for urgency, so no need to risk the Humvee’s tires.

After stopping my Humvee close to the other and taking a moment to survey the surrounding area for movement, I got out. Russell immediately howled and I had to hustle around to let him out of the other side.

Dalhover, Steph, and the soldier were waiting between the Humvees, giving me odd looks as I led Russell back around.

Dalhover looked at me flatly. “You made it.”

The soldier shook my hand, and gave me a nod and wan smile. Steph stepped up close, and seemed for a moment caught between a hug and a handshake. In the end, she threw an arm around my neck and gave me a quick squeeze. “Wow, you’re still alive.”

“It’s the new hello,” I answered as she pulled away.

Both Dalhover and the soldier were looking at Russell suspiciously.

“Don’t worry about him,” I told them. “He’s harmless. Just ah…just…I think the virus fried his brain, but he’s not a danger. Are there more of you? Please don’t tell me this is all that made it out.”

Dalhover shook his head and said, “We lost seven.”

“So, how many?” I asked.

Dalhover answered, “Us and fifteen others.”

“Dr. Evans?” I asked.

“Yes,” Steph said. “He made it.”

I shook my head and looked down. “I didn’t know all of those infected were in the shadow of the building. I almost didn’t see them.”

With no change in his tone, Dalhover said, “Everyone knew the risk.”

“Where are the others?” I asked.

Dalhover pointed between the towering bridges of the highway interchange. “Dr. Evans’ family has a farm out near Taylor, maybe twenty miles northeast.”

“He knows that his family probably isn’t alive, right?” I asked.

Steph kindly said, “It kind of goes without saying, Zed.”

“Yeah,” I answered, “I guess so. And you guys waited here for me?”

Each of them nodded.

“Thanks.” That seemed insufficient for how I felt. They’d taken a risk and waited for me past the point where hope that I’d arrive had run out. That meant a lot to me. I struggled in search of a way to express that, but I was at a loss.

Dalhover gestured toward Russell. “You said you had three friends.”

“Two of them are in a house near here,” I answered. “I have to get them...um…or go there.” I suddenly realized that past the rendezvous point, I’d made no further plans with these people. Did they wait out of gratitude, or were they planning on sticking together now?

Into the ambiguity, Steph said, “We’ll go get them together.”

That’s what I wanted, or so I was thinking at the moment. But how would that turn out? I looked around at the burnt landscape to check for movement and to collect my thoughts. I looked at my feet. I glanced at their faces. My silence had grown awkward, so I just put it on the table. “I know what people see when they look at me and Russell. We’re monsters. Now that everybody has escaped from the hospital and they don’t need my help… well, I know how things go from here.”

“No, Zed!” Steph disagreed emphatically. “It’s not like that. Come with us. We don’t feel that way.”

I shook my head. “That’s how you feel, Steph.” I looked at each of them. “Maybe all of you do.”

Dalhover nodded, going back on word rations.

I went on, “The rest of them might feel that way, too, but right now they feel gratitude for me helping them get out. Or, maybe they’re angry at me for dragging them out of a place they thought was safe. Maybe they’re angry at me for getting their friends killed. However they feel right now, eventually all of that will fade, and what will be left is the fear, then the hate. It’ll always be like that.”

“Yeah,” Dalhover groused.

Steph was instantly angry. “I didn’t have you figured for a quitter, Zed. What are you going to do? Give up and go be a hermit in the woods?”

I laughed bitterly. “Considering what I did this morning, I don’t think that quitter is the right word.”

“But you’re giving up on people, aren’t you?” Steph asked. “You don’t even want to come with us and try?”

“Yes, I do,” I nodded. “But the last group of people I helped turned on me once they had full bellies and guns in their hands.” My voice was notching up. “They wanted to kill me and my friends. We had a good place to hole up, in a dorm over on the campus, and we took those people in. After they kicked us to the curb, a half hour later, one of us was dead. These were people just like all of you, people that needed my help, people that were grateful. But in the end, I was just another monster to them.”

Dalhover said, “Man, I need a cigarette. Do you have any?”

“Nope.” I shook my head.

“You mind if I check your vehicle?” Dalhover asked.

“It’s not really mine,” I told him.

“It is now,” Dalhover countered.

“Yeah,” I said. “Go ahead.”

Dalhover swung the driver’s side door open and started rummaging.

We all watched in silence, because it was better than what we were talking about.

“Goddamn!” Dalhover jumped out of my Humvee with a red and white package of cigarettes raised in one hand. “It’s my lucky goddamned day.” He took one out and placed it between his lips, then fished a lighter out of his pocket. He looked me in the eye and said, “We’ll go with you to get your friends if you want. We owe you at least that much. After, if you want to come along with us, we’ll talk to all the others when we get to Colonel Evans’ place. You can decide from there if you want to stay or go. But I personally guaran-god-damn-tee you that you won’t be harmed by anybody there.”

“A guaran-god-damn-tee,” Steph said, awkwardly stumbling over the curse with a smile. “That’s a pretty good guarantee.”

I looked over at the soldier with them. He smiled thinly and nodded. I said, “You don’t say much, do you?”

“No, sir,” he answered.

“Let’s go get my friends.” I extended a hand to Dalhover. “If they want to join up with you guys, we’ll tag along.”




Chapter 19

We parked a quarter of a mile from Russell's old house, among a collection of burned out cars that would serve to hide the Humvees from a casual observer. With the pile of charred bodies located on the opposite side of the block of unburned houses, we had a good chance of remaining hidden from the infected feasting there.

Russell and I headed out on foot toward his old house. I didn’t see a single infected moving about as we approached. That made me nervous. I was getting conditioned to expect one to jump at me every time I blinked my eyes.

As we stepped up onto the curb and started across Russell's dead lawn, the front door opened and Mandi peeked out. She cast a nervous glance both left and right, but her smile glowed as bright as the sun.

I hurried the last few steps up onto the porch and through the door as Mandi swung it wide for both Russell and me. Without a word, she closed and locked the door behind us.

Murphy, who had been keeping lookout through the window on the back door, turned and grinned widely when he saw us inside.

Mandi threw her arms around me and hugged me tightly. She did the same with Russell and got pretty much the same response. Nothing. Though I, at least, did smile.

"Let's get upstairs," Murphy said, leading the way to the office.

Once we were all upstairs, Murphy pointed out the back window and said softly, "There's got to be at least a thousand of them out there now. They've been coming in groups all day. They wander in from the east, mostly. When they get close, I think they smell the dead and find their way here.”

Through the back window, I saw that the pile of corpses had been dragged all over the blackened grass. The burned yards were covered with infected, surrounding and mutilating each corpse as they fed. Bodies had been dragged right up to Russell's back fence, and fifty or sixty Whites fed on them, not thirty feet from where Murphy and I stood at the window.

Murphy nodded his head toward the infected out back, "They make me nervous, being that close."

"Yeah," I agreed.

"I'm so glad you made it back," Mandi’s voice burbled with excitement.

Murphy took that as a cue and slapped my back. "God damn, I am too, man! I figured you were gonna get killed running off in the middle of the night like that."

I shrugged.

"What's the story with Amber?" Murphy was suddenly very serious.

I shook my head and tried to say that she was dead, but the words got caught in my throat.

Crap! Why did that happen?

Mandi hugged me again. "She's in a better place."

I nodded at the cliché and drew a deep breath as I pulled away. "Mark killed her. I think he's a slow burn."

"If he's a slow burn, why'd he kill her?” Murphy nodded his head toward the infected behind the house. “Maybe he was just like them."

"Nothing fed on her," I said, trying to push an image of Amber's bruised face out my mind. "She was beaten to death."

"That doesn't make any sense. Are you sure it was Mark?" Murphy asked.

I nodded. "Everybody else was dead. The building was still closed up.”

"All of them?" Murphy was surprised.

"Yeah," I confirmed. "All of them were infected except for Amber."

"Getting kicked out of there was probably the best thing for us," Murphy said.

I didn’t want to agree, but we were alive. That was better than the alternative.

Mandi asked, "Could Mark be immune, do you think?"

"No," I answered. "Amber was pretty sure he got infected."

"Man, that just doesn't make any sense.” Murphy was shaking his head and starting to pace around the room. Amber’s death was at least frustrating for him, maybe more. “I don't understand why he'd kill her if he was a slow burn. I don't understand why he didn't feed on her if he was infected."

"Dalhover has a theory that some of the slow burns aren't like us. More like the criminally insane. I’ve seen it myself. I think he’s right."

Mandi asked, "Who's Dalhover?"

It took nearly a half hour to bring Murphy and Mandi up to speed on what had happened. It took a little longer to discuss joining up with the hospital survivors. In the end, we decided to join up and head for the Evans’ family farm.

 




Chapter 20

Ash and black turned to tan grass and rolling hills as we drove out into the country. Wind-tortured trees, like hedges, grew along the fence lines. Houses, trailers, sun-bleached barns, and rotted sheds dotted the hill crests or rested in valleys.

Cattle grazed in parched fields or huddled like Whites where the trees provided shade. Fields of dry corn stalks and cotton waited for harvests that would never come. We saw not one living human as we navigated the narrow county roads and farm-to-market roads.

Escape to the country was starting to seem like a really good idea.

Following Dalhover, Steph, and the soldier in the lead vehicle, Murphy drove our Humvee in uncharacteristic silence. He and Mandi kept sharing furtive glances and worried smiles; I guessed that their relationship had changed, perhaps significantly, in my absence.

In a shallow valley, the road bisected a grove of tall pecan trees that mercifully shaded us for a half-mile. At the end of the grove, we came upon a small collection of buildings at a T-intersection. A town name was painted on a green highway sign in reflective white, but I didn’t bother to read it. It was one of those towns so small that its name was only ever mentioned by people giving directions that included the phrase “down yonder.”

A closed store with a sagging wooden sign weathered away on one corner. A bar was boarded up with sheets of gray plywood, delaminating with age. The five or six houses were in such a state of disrepair that the owners had to have died or stopped caring years before I was born.

Brown stains, clothing remnants, and a few bones littered the crushed caliche parking lot in front of the bar. At the edge of the road, coyotes fought over the remains of a small, child-sized body.

Mandi turned away from the sight outside her window and looked at Russell and me in the back seat. In a tone that made it clear that she was convincing herself, she said, “It’s better out here, I think.”

“Yeah,” I grunted, leaning my head on the glass, staring emptily out of the window. My ability to pay attention was starting to fade. My butt was in a cushioned seat. Cool air blew over my skin. Fatigue, held at bay all day by a river of adrenaline, was coming to collect its due.

“We’re doing the right thing,” Mandi went on. Her sweet voice bounced along like a squeaky kid’s wagon on the sidewalk.

She said some more things, but my fatigue made her words seem like sing-song noise, not worth comprehending. My attention drifted. My eyelids grew heavy and I fell asleep. I needed the sleep. But sleeping led to dreaming; running and chasing and killing and dying and murder and blood and screaming and screaming and screaming…

And those kids.

Those pitiful fucking kids.

I shot up straight in my seat. I had a crick in my neck and drool on my cheek. I was disoriented.

The Humvee was idling but not moving. Russell sat beside me and stared straight ahead. Through the windshield I saw the other Humvee sitting on the road. Then a longhorn trotted between the two vehicles.

“What the…?” I wondered if I was still asleep.

Another of the big cattle followed the first.

Murphy laughed, “Man, you know you’re in Texas when you see a stampede.”

Mandi giggled, “There’s only like ten cows. That’s hardly a stampede. And they’re not in a hurry.”

To our left, one of the big longhorns jumped over a barbed wire fence and walked out into a crop of dying sorghum. The rust-colored bull sniffed at the plants but didn’t seem interested in eating.

Murphy pointed down at a farm in the dip between the rolling hills. “Look, down there beside that barn.”

Mandi looked. “What?”

“That’s a Humvee. I’ll bet that’s the farm.”

Dalhover jumped out of his Humvee and trotted back toward us, giving the longhorns a wide berth.

Murphy lowered his window so that Dalhover could speak to him. “After these damn longhorns get out of the road ahead of us, we’ll get moving again.” Dalhover pointed to the farm down the slope. “That’s the place, over there.”

“Gotcha, Top,” Murphy answered.

Without another word, Dalhover hurried back to his vehicle.

To no one in particular, Mandi said, “I hope they have running water. I really need a shower.”

“I’ll say,” Murphy laughed.

“Don’t be a pig!” Mandi retorted, punching Murphy in the arm.

Something had definitely happened between them.

Outside, the longhorns had lost all sense of urgency. No one in the Humvee seemed to care. With our goal in sight, and no two-legged monsters in pursuit, our sense of urgency was gone as well. My head lolled over against the glass and I closed my eyes again.

Rest.

“I like it here,” Mandi said. “If there’s not enough room for everyone in the house, I’ll bet there are empty farmhouses nearby that we could move into.”

“Yeah,” Murphy agreed.

“What kind of crops can you grow here?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” Murphy answered. “Whatever we need, probably.”

“We even have cows. I like steak. Do longhorns taste like regular cows?” Mandi asked.

Murphy chuckled. “They don’t have as much fat, I think.”

“Look,” Mandi said excitedly. “There’s someone on the porch. They’re waving at us.”

More things were said, but I was starting to fade back to dreamland, or maybe dream hell and sleep land. But there was a change in Mandi’s tone of voice. “Why are all the longhorns looking in that direction?”

I opened my eyes and sat up. Not alarmed, but alert.

The longhorns outside had all come to a stop and were looking back toward the farmhouse to our east. Two weeks before, I wouldn’t have thought anything of it. But running for your life at every turn changes a person. I put a hand on my rifle and looked around for the danger.

Murphy had tensed as well. He sat up straight in his seat, but said nothing.

“What is it?” Mandi asked, seeing the change in Murphy and looking back at me.

“Don’t know,” Murphy answered.

The longhorns suddenly bolted. Given their thousand-pound weight, their quickness was surprising. The impact of their hooves hitting the ground vibrated up through the Humvee’s tires. They each hopped the fence to our left and plowed through the sorghum, sending clouds of pollen up in their wake.

The people on the porch had stopped waving and were looking around. Whatever had spooked the longhorns had piqued their attention too.

I listened, but over the sound of the Humvee’s engine and the longhorn’s hoof beats, I couldn’t make out anything.

“Infected!” Mandi pointed, urgency and fear tweaking her voice. Perhaps a mile away, on the other side of the valley, a double helix of stark white infected were cresting the hill.

With the house between the people on the porch and the infected coming over the hill, they had no way of seeing them.

“Are they naked?” Mandi asked, her voice no less urgent.

Ahead of us, Dalhover jumped out of the Humvee and aimed his rifle into the distance and fired. He had no hope of hitting anything at that range, but I assumed the sound was meant as a warning.

The people on the porch froze for a second, and Dalhover fired again.

“Get inside,” Mandi pleaded.

“They will,” Murphy comforted her, putting a hand on her thigh.

As if waiting on permission from Murphy, the people on the porch hurried into the house and closed the door. Several more helices of jogging infected crested the hill to the east.

Dalhover shot the rifle in the air three times in rapid succession and looked down at the house.

“They should be safe now that they’re inside,” Murphy said. “They just need to be quiet.”

More infected came. Then more. And more. It looked like God had dumped a city-sized bucket of Whites on the other side of the hill, and they were splashing over and pouring into the valley.

With my voice stressed to the point of betraying my fear for those below, I shouted, “They need to get out of there!” I swung my door open and pulled my weapon up to my shoulder as I ran around to the other side of the vehicle. Russell was on my heels.

Dalhover shot me a worried look. The far hill was solid with running Whites. They didn’t shout. They didn’t howl—they didn’t see the people in the house yet—but the sound of tens of thousands of running feet and heavy breathing rolled across the valley like a swarm of ghostly locusts.

Where the hell did they all come from?

“Good God!” Dalhover shouted, in a rare display of emotion.

I fired my rifle indiscriminately at the horde.

Hundreds, maybe thousands, naked and hairless (and what the fuck was up with that anyway?) were distracted by the crack of my gun and altered their direction to run at us. The rest washed over the house.

From below, gunfire popped. Glass broke. A great howl gathered the strength of every rabid voice in the valley and blew the hush all to hell.

The Ogre and the Fucking Harpy.

It took all my willpower not to run, but I found the courage to stand and reload.

A grenade explosion disturbed the mass of bodies on the porch, but its sound was lost in the tsunami of screams; the bloody void left in its passing was quickly filled with struggling white bodies.

Still the infected flooded over the hill. How many could there be?

Dr. Evans and a woman crawled out of a second floor window and onto the roof above the porch. Another woman clawed her way out as Dr. Evans climbed the rough brick chimney to get to the top of the house. The infected were out the window now. They caught the third woman. She was shrieking. That’s to say that her mouth was open wide, her face stretched in fear. But the sound was lost.

My finger hovered over the trigger.

Dr. Evans and the first woman made it to the roof, but there were a dozen infected on the porch roof, running about, searching. More climbed out through the window.

Dalhover aimed at the house and fired, but the million-legged anemone absorbed the bullets with no effect. Nevertheless, I followed his example with thirty more futile bullets.

A White started the climb up the side of the chimney. When his head peeked over the edge of the roof, it exploded in a spray of brilliant red over white skin. He fell and bounced off the roof below where his body was swallowed by the mass.

More infected followed.

However many bullets Evans had in his pistol, it wasn’t enough.

Dalhover hung his head, and like a warped, wooden man, walked back to the front seat of the Humvee. The infected were starting to run up the long slope toward us. It was time to go.

My danger-driven talent for fast thinking kicked in and I ran up to Dalhover’s side of the Humvee, yelling at him through the window, “Follow us!”

“What?” He looked back at me with a stolid face and eyes that had seen too much pain. He didn’t nod or shake his head.

“Follow us!” I pointed at our Humvee.

I ran back to my Humvee and jumped in behind Murphy. “We’re taking the lead!”

Without a word, Murphy gunned the engine, ran through a ditch to get around Dalhover, and pushed the lumbering Humvee to speed away from the farm.




Chapter 21

"Murphy," I said, not an ounce of humor in my voice, "remember when you asked me whether emergent behavior in the infected would present any added danger? I think I can answer that now."

"I know the answer," Murphy responded, flatly.

Mandi, with tears in her eyes, said, "That was terrible. Those people didn't have a chance."

"No." I shook my head and wondered whether they'd still be alive if I'd left them in the hospital, probably the same question going through the minds of those in the other Humvee.

No, they wouldn't. Rationalization? 

No. I told myself that wasn't the case. Whether I'd been there or not, the infected would have discovered access to the upper floors of the hospital through the elevator shafts. Had Dalhover and I not chanced on them coming up the shafts at the moment that we did, all of those in the hospital may have died that morning.

But they were all dead, just the same.

In helping them escape, perhaps I'd only succeeded in buying them a few more hours of life. What killed them wasn’t my help; it was an unlucky choice. Dr. Evans's family farm wasn't as secure as its isolation implied. As a result, they paid the price for the mistake.

Blood. Pain. Terror. Death.

It was a failure to understand the new rules. And every failure was paid in blood. That goddamned lesson insisted on repeating itself, and it was pissing me off.  Still, another dozen good people were dead. If any corollary was there to be learned, it was that nothing should be taken for granted. Not one single thing.

Houses were never safe. Escape plans must always be laid. Guards must always be posted.

Those in the house apparently hadn't posted a lookout; an oversight that had cost them their lives. Had they seen the flood of infected pouring into the valley, perhaps they could have escaped in their vehicles. They depended on flimsy doors and brittle glass to protect them. They fucked up.

And I knew that the doors and windows at Russell's house that Murphy, Mandi, and I thought had protected us the night before, in fact hadn’t. What had protected us was luck. The mountain of burned bodies behind Russell's house gave the infected a much more tempting distraction than a potentially fruitless search of abandoned houses.

I wondered whether my life or anyone’s was simply a measure of the number of lucky guesses made. That was depressing to think about. Disempowering.

Dr. Evans and company could have kept the vehicles near the doors and pointed away from the house, ready for a quick escape. They could have set up a diversion in the barn to draw any infected away and buy themselves some time.

They must have been at the farm for a few hours before we arrived. Surely they were all tired, frazzled by their experiences. Free from immediate threat for the first time in days. So they rested. They let their guard down. And that was another lesson for me. No downtime until all preparations that could be made were made.

All mistakes are paid for in blood. Again, the most important lesson of all.

The future promised to be grueling for those who survived, grueling and tense. Learning the new rules would be as important to continued life as eating, drinking, and breathing.

With no roadmap, no syllabus, and no list of requirements for the future, the hospital survivors who’d died had opened the book of tomorrow’s secrets to a page of useful knowledge, paid for with their lives. I silently thanked them, and took the lessons to heart.

“Why didn’t they have any hair?” Mandi asked. “Why were they naked?”

“They had hair,” Murphy argued.

Mandi shook her head for emphasis, but it was slow, as though the work of doing it while under the burden of what she’d just seen was difficult. “No, they didn’t.”

“I’m not a fan of seventies porn,” Murphy told her. “I know the difference between hairy and hairless.”

Mandi turned to look out the window, and with no emotion in her voice she said, “You are a pig, Murphy.”

I said, “Murphy’s right. They were bald, not hairless.”

That seemed to settle the hair question with no resolution, but after half a mile, Mandi said, “So.”

“So what?” I asked.

“So what does it mean?” She turned to look back at me.

“I’m not sure,” I answered, happy to take my mind off of the horror and get lost for a second in the clinical questions on the quirkiness of the Whites. “It can’t be natural, I don’t think.”

“Am I going the right way?” Murphy asked.

“Yeah,” I pointed. “Just stay on this road for now.”

“What do you mean, not natural?” Mandi asked.

“I mean, these are the only bald Whites that we’ve seen,” I answered. “And as porn king Murphy pointed out, they definitely weren’t hairless. I’m not a doctor or anything, but it seems to me that if the virus was going to make your hair fall out, it would all fall out, not just the hair on your head.”

“Makes sense, I guess.” Mandi turned back forward in her seat. “What then?”

“I don’t know.” But that didn’t prevent me from speculating. “Maybe they do more than follow each other around. Maybe it’s another emergent behavior thing and they’re trying to look alike too.”

“So what,” Murphy scoffed, “one bald nudist walks down the street and all the other Whites say to themselves, hey, I wanna be like him?”

“Maybe,” I shrugged. “I don’t know. You tell me.”

“It’s your idea,” Murphy countered.

“I don’t know.” I wasn’t going to put too much into defending a guess.

Nothing was said for a bit after that until we passed back through the small, nameless town and the pecan grove. Mandi said, “When they started to come up the slope toward, I think one of them had a knife.”

“What?” I asked in surprise.

“No way!” Murphy responded.

Mandi nodded and looked at us. “I think so. It was far away. I can’t be sure, but I think one of them was carrying a knife.”

That was enough to kill the conversation in the Humvee. Perhaps we all knew the ominous implications if some of the infected could use weapons. There was indeed a whole spectrum of intellectual capacities among them.

The Humvee bounced down the bumpy country roads, back in the direction we'd just come, and without any of the usual pep in his voice, Murphy asked, "You're the man with the plan, Zed. Where are we going?”

“Not Russell’s house,” Mandi interjected, staring despondently out the window.

Pointing needlessly out through the windshield, I said, “Let’s head back to that bridge over I-35 that was clear.”

“At Thirty-Second Street?” Murphy asked

“Yeah, sure.”

“Are you thinking back to the university?” Murphy asked, “Back to one of those big old buildings? You think we can hold out against…?” Murphy’s voice trailed off, as though mentioning the endless horde would confirm that they were more than a nightmare.

“I have an idea.” I offered.

“Okay,” Murphy said, “let's hear it."

I scooted up in my seat. Russell mimicked. The mood in the Humvee was settling into a darkness from which it would be hard to come back. Mandi had gone silent and was staring at nothing. The absence of Murphy’s smile was hard to bear. He was in no shape at that moment to pick the mood up off of the floor, but it needed to be done before despair set in and we gave up. So it was up to me redirect our collective mood.

“Do you know where Mt. Bonnell Road is?” I asked Murphy.

“On the other side of town, where all the rich white people live.”

“Yeah, well not all of them, but some of them. That's where we're going.”

“Back into the hornet’s nest,” Murphy absently muttered.

“It's not that bad, if we do it right,” I said.

Murphy's voice flipped to defiance. “Yeah, I'll just run down any mother fuckers that get in our way.”

“Not any,” I disagreed. “There's an upper limit to that.”

“Yeah,” Murphy answered absently. His mind was back on the horde.

“If you see any really big groups, let's not try to plow through them. We'll need to drive around.”

Murphy grunted in acknowledgement.

Mandi was still silent.

I took a moment to explain my tactic of zigzagging through the neighborhoods to keep the infected from clogging the streets ahead. I emphasized how important it was not to lose the other Humvee in our maneuvers.

With that taken care of, I changed the subject. “I used to date this short, red-headed girl named Jackie.”

“War stories?” That surprised Murphy, but his tone suggested that he wasn’t in the mood.

Defensively, I said, “There's a point.”

Mandi looked over her shoulder at me, showing her watery eyes. Then she went back to staring through the glass.

“When I was a freshman at UT, I met her in my psychology class,” I said. “Well, she met me. I mean, she kind of picked me up in class and then we started going out.”

“Was she cute?” Murphy asked.

“Of course,” I answered. “Really nice little ah...” I looked over at Mandi, but she was working hard at ignoring me. “Well the thing is, she still lived at home and drove into school each day. Her parents had a big house up on Mt. Bonnell.”

Murphy raised his voice for emphasis, “God damn, Null Spot. How many women do you want to try to save?”

“That's not where I'm going with this,” I countered.

Mandi muttered, “I doubt that.”

“No, really,” I said. “Hear me out.”

“I'm guessing we don't have a choice,” Murphy smiled.

I continued with my story. “So, like, back when we were dating, I'd go over to her house and we'd watch movies and stuff and study together.”

“Uh huh,” Murphy's tone implied a lot inappropriate activity.

“I'm sure you were studying.” Mandi was sarcastic, not at all happy with my topic of choice. But at least she was starting to engage.

“Sometimes, maybe,” I said. “Well, the truth is, we were both eighteen and horny as hell, and it seemed like all she ever wanted to do was screw.”

Mandi scoffed, “Like you didn't.”

“Oh, no, don't get me wrong,” I answered. “I love sex. Lots of it.”

Murphy snickered.

I continued, “But Jackie, oh my God, she was like a nympho or something. She'd wanted to screw every day, more than once. Sometimes four or five times.”

“Oh, whatever!” Mandi scoffed.

“You'd be surprised how virile a motivated eighteen-year-old can be,” I countered.

Murphy raised his eyebrows and gave us a speculative, “Maybe.”

“Well, she wore me out, I'll tell you. There were times when I'd make up excuses not to go over to her house just so I could get a day of rest.”

“This story is getting unbelievable, Zed,” Mandi said. “You said there is a point, right? It's not just you making up stories about your sexual exploits.”

I said, “Well, there is that part, but...”

Murphy laughed.

“…I’ll get to the point,” I finished. “Jackie liked to have sex everywhere. In her bed, of course. In the wine cellar when her parents were upstairs…”

“The wine cellar?” Mandi asked.

“Rich people,” Murphy observed.

“Everybody who lives on Mt. Bonnell has money.” I responded. “People with money have wine cellars.”

“A rich girl who likes to have sex all the time?” Mandi didn’t believe a word of it. “And why would you ever leave a girl like that?”

“She dumped me,” I admitted. “She said I was too emotionally distant.”

Murphy laughed out loud. “I’m so surprised.”

“Well, to get on with my point, we’d sometimes go for walks in the neighborhood, and whenever they were building a new house, she’d want to sneak in at night and have sex in it.”

“Say what?” Murphy grinned.

“No way,” Mandi scoffed again.

“No, I’m serious. I told you. She was kind of a nympho and a little kinky.  And I’ll admit, it was kind of a turn-on.”

Mandi made a show of looking back out the window. She wasn’t ready to give up on her mood. “And the point is?”

I said, “There was this one house just off the street, kind of set back in the trees. It was an ugly kind of modern-ish box thing, like a tiny three-story Walmart or something. All concrete and not enough windows.”

“Sounds hideous,” Mandi said.

“Yeah,” I agreed. “That’s what I thought. We went there probably three or four times. Then, one night, we were upstairs in what was probably going to be a master bedroom or something. It had these great views over the cliffs of Lake Austin and we… you know, were doing our thing, when this dude with a flashlight and a gun came in and scared the crap out of us.”

“What?” That surprised Mandi.

“It was a security guard, an off-duty cop. He was kind of pervy about seeing Jackie naked. I think that’s why he didn’t arrest us for trespassing. After that, there was a cop there all the time. And I mean all the time.”

“Why?” Mandi asked.

“I think the place belonged to some reclusive rich dude or something. I’m not sure, but I think they built a wall around it. I mean, they were building something the last time I was there. But the way the terrain is there, you can’t see the place until you go through the trees and just kind of run into it. You can’t see it from the road. You can’t even see it from up at the park on top of Mt. Bonnell.”

“The owner must have been really paranoid,” Mandi deduced.

“Yeah,” I agreed.

Murphy said, “If they finished that wall, it sounds like it could be a safe place for us, if there’s nobody there.”

“Even without the wall, the place seemed pretty secure. I’m guessing the owner holed up there pretty quick once this whole infection thing started,” I said. “So going there might be a waste of time.”

“After what we just saw at that farm, I say we give it a shot.” Murphy looked over at Mandi, as if for permission. “We’ve got nothing to lose.”

Mandi nodded, neither enthusiastically nor reluctantly.




Chapter 22

Mt. Bonnell, like every hill in central Texas, is covered in a forest of squat cedar trees, sprinkled with stunted oaks over jagged limestone and thin dirt. Most trees are ten to fifteen feet tall, but thick from root to tip with dark green foliage, and look to be as much shrub as tree.

The uncurbed asphalt road disintegrated at its edge into gravel and dirt under the overhanging branches of cedars all along Mt. Bonnell Road, except where the forest was broken by wide patches of green grass, fronting oversized houses and lush flowerbeds. Relatively few people had lived in the area before the virus hit, so few of the infected, the formerly wealthy or their live-in domestic help were left to loiter.

Halfway up Mt. Bonnell Road, the houses on both sides of the street suddenly stopped and only the shadowy cedars remained. And we were alone. A few infected chased up the slope, but far behind. They’d lose interest soon enough.

“Slow down, Murphy.” I scanned ahead, looking for a familiar break in the trees.

Murphy let up on the gas and the Humvee coasted down to twenty-five miles per hour.

“The place we’re looking for is near the top, but it’s easy to miss,” I instructed.

“And you can’t see it at all from the road?” Mandi asked.

“No,” I answered. “You can’t tell, because of the trees, but the road we’re on isn’t on the crest of the hill. It’s on the Austin side of the hill. All the houses on the left, between the road and the river, are on the crest or on the other side of it. This house is like that, on the other side of the crest, and with all the trees, you can’t see it.”

“Why do that?” Mandi asked. “It seems like if you spent a bazillion dollars on a big house with a gorgeous view, you’d want to show it off.”

“The same reason that the Klingons have a cloaking device,” Murphy answered.

“I’m sorry, Murphy, I have a life.” Mandi’s tone was disdainful. “You’ll have to explain to me what that means.”

“If you don’t want to fight,” Murphy explained, “you hide. The cloaking device makes you invisible.”

“Just like the house,” I finished. “The people who own the place like their privacy a lot. I doubt they were thinking about fighting anybody when they built the place, but hiding the house is a big step toward making it secure. For us, if the infected never see the place, they won’t ever try to swarm over it.”

A narrow caliche driveway split the wall of cedars on the left. “I think that’s our turn,” I said.

Murphy slowed the Humvee and turned into the gap. Ahead, the narrow, dusty road curved almost immediately, allowing a view of nothing from the road but more cedars. Dalhover’s Humvee followed very closely behind.

Mandi said, “It’s like a road to a trailer park.”

“Exactly,” I said.

The road made a wide arc and curved back to the left before coming up along a wall. We were headed back downhill again on the dirt road as it ran along the wall on our right, with Mt. Bonnell Road on our left, on the other side of a hedge of cedar trees.

“Looks like they finished the wall,” Murphy observed.

“Are you sure this is the place?” Mandi asked.

“It’s got to be,” I answered.

Murphy said, “That wall has got to be at least ten feet tall.”

After a few hundred feet of wall, we came to the end of the drive, a large semicircle that allowed room for cars to turn in and out of the gate. Rectangular blocks of limestone the size of coffee tables bordered the semicircle. Outside the ring of limestone, the terrain grew much more rugged. The gate itself was designed to roll on a track on the other side of the wall for opening and closing. It was covered from top to bottom in sheets of steel and hid the property just as effectively as the wall.

Murphy stopped the Humvee and we all shared a look. We were idling at the gates of a possible refuge with no obvious way to get inside.

I looked at the shadows in the cedars. “Do you guys see any Whites out there?”

All eyes peered into the darkness under the trees.

Nothing. We were momentarily safe.

“Keep an eye out,” I told them. I opened my door and very deliberately climbed out, allowing Russell to come along. I didn’t need him making a noisy scene. Who knew what could be hiding in the dusky shadows?

An obtrusive surveillance camera on the top edge of the wall was pointed down at an intercom on a post. I pressed the call button on the intercom, and a red light indicated something, so I spoke while waving up at the camera. “Hello in there.”

I watched the camera, listened, and waited.

Nothing.

I gave it another moment, then tried again. “Hello in there. Listen, we want to come in. If you’re in there and don’t want us inside, now’s the time tell me. Otherwise, we’re going to climb the wall.”

I waited. No response.

“Hello,” I tried again.

Still nothing.

I pressed the button a final time. “Listen, I’m coming over the wall. If you’re in there with a rifle, it’ll be easier to tell me to go away than it will be to shoot me. At least it’ll be easier on me. Hello. Hello.”

Nothing.

I looked around into the growing darkness under the trees. I had no idea if any Whites might be around, but if there were any close, the idling Humvees would eventually draw them in. I went back to the Humvee and maneuvered myself and Russell inside.

“Okay guys,” I said. “There’s either nobody home or they chose not to answer. Murphy, if you can angle this thing up against that wall, I may be able to get on top and climb over.”

“That’s your plan?” Murphy asked. His dislike for the idea showed clearly in his tone.

I shrugged. “I’m making it up as I go along.”

“Yeah, aren’t we all,” Murphy agreed, nodding. “We don’t know what’s over there and you’re not exactly an expert with that rifle.”

“I’m getting better,” I protested. “I hit most of what I shoot at.”

“Eventually.”

“I’m not staying here by myself,” Mandi protested.

“It’s not safe to come with us,” Murphy told her gently.

I thumbed back at the other Humvee. “I’m gonna let them know what’s going on. I’ll get Dalhover to come up here with you, Mandi. Cool?”

“That’s fine. What about Russell?”

I looked over at Russell, who was staring out the front window with no expression on his face. “Mandi, he seems to respond well to you. Can you sit back here with him and keep him calm?”

“Okay.”

I cast another glance around before I swung my door open and hopped out. Better safe than dead. Once my feet were back on the ground outside, I looked around and listened. Russell was having a fit, but the sound was muffled through the armor and thick glass. The wind was blowing through the cedars. Birds were squawking. There was a sound of shuffling in the rocks and twigs somewhere off to my left. Something was out there, something noisy.

I raised my M-4 to my shoulder, pointed it at the noise and said, “Hey.”

The noise stopped immediately.

I relaxed. It was more scared of me than I was of it. It was probably an armadillo.

I hurried back to Dalhover’s Humvee. He got out halfway and looked around cautiously before settling his sad gaze on me. He softly rasped, “What’s this place?”

In as few words as I could manage, I explained that it might be a refuge for us and told him our plan for going over the wall.

“Will you be able to open the gate from the inside?” Dalhover asked.

“You know I can’t answer that. I’m just hoping.”

Dalhover nodded. “Yeah, I know. Listen, after you and Murphy go over the wall, I’m going to stay on the top of the Humvee and keep an ear out.”

“I’ll holler over and let you know what’s shakin’,” I told him.

“We need some tactical radios,” Dalhover groused. “Running around like a bunch of yahoos is going to get us all killed.”

I nodded. We needed a lot of things.

Murphy got the Humvee into position right up next to the wall and cut the engine. With both engines off, only bucolic noises of the evening were left: the wind, the birds, the crickets. But somewhere in the background was the sound of electric motors. I angled my head but couldn’t pinpoint the direction of the source.

Dalhover heard it too, and looked at me with eyebrows slightly raised.

We both shrugged and climbed onto the Humvee.

From the top of the Humvee, the wall was still tall. I revised my guess to twelve feet or so. The top edge of the cinder blocks was at the top of my head, but a smooth round limestone coping added another ten or twelve inches. I reached over the top and ran my hands across the dry, chalky surface, finding nothing at all to grip.

Dalhover looked at me with a question on his face.

I pulled my arms down. “The wall’s got to be a couple of feet thick. There’s nothing to grab onto.”

Dalhover stood on tiptoe and reached over the wall, straightening his curved spine. His rough hands scraped across the limestone.

“What’s up?” Murphy asked in a low voice as he climbed up beside us.

Dalhover shook his head. “Goddamned wall.”

Murphy stepped up next to the wall and reached over with as little success as I’d had.

Looking at Murphy, Dalhover shook his head. He leaned back against the wall and interlaced his fingers to form a stirrup. He looked at me. “You first, Zane. Put a foot in. Step on my shoulder if you need to, but don’t kick me in the face.”

It was little uncomfortable standing face to face with Dalhover, my nose only a half inch from his, smelling his tobacco breath and un-brushed teeth. Personal hygiene habits were taking quite a beating. Toothpaste was going to have to find a place on my future scavenge list.

Putting two hands on his shoulders and a foot in his hands, I gave Dalhover a nod, and jumped while pushing up with my hands. As I reached the top of the wall, I stepped up to one of his shoulders and threw an arm over, twisting sideways to throw a leg up. To my surprise, I topped the wall and stopped there, draped like a sloth on a branch with one foot and one arm on each side and my face lying on the dusty limestone coping.

“Shit,” Murphy muttered. “I can’t believe that worked.”

“Your turn,” Dalhover said, scooting over near the end of the Humvee’s roof. “You’re a big guy. Don’t know if I can hold you.  You might get bruised.”

“It won’t be the first time,” Murphy said as the two got into position.

I turned to look into the compound.




Chapter 23

The wall surrounded a couple of terraced acres that curved in steps that followed the shape of the mountain. At the bottom edge of the lowest terrace there was no wall, just an unbroken row of smooth limestone blocks laid flush with the grass from the north wall to the south wall. The sharpness of the edge and the invisibility of anything beyond implied a sudden drop down the steep slopes and cliffs to the river.

In the growing darkness, I spotted the source of the electric motor sound. On each of the five terraces, a green, turtle-like robot mower hummed across the grass. On the second tier down, the mower was followed by four infected, keeping pace with the slow-moving machine. Two of the infected wore some kind of private security uniform. One looked like a lanky high-school kid. One was a shapely naked woman with one of those stylishly expensive haircuts that looked like it was on backwards. She struggled in the rear to keep up while limping on an injured ankle. One of her forearms had an obvious extra angle.

“What do you see?” Dalhover hissed in a loud whisper.

Looking down at him, I whispered back, “Four infected. They don’t see me yet.”

“Nobody else?” Murphy asked, as he stood with one foot in the stirrup of Dalhover’s hands.

“No.”

“Nobody with rifles?” he asked.

“Nobody is shooting yet,” I answered.

“And the house?”

“Everything looks fine,” I said. “Perfectly normal for rich people, except for the Whites in the grass.”

Dalhover rasped, “What do you think?”

I looked over the house. It was built down the slope a bit and didn’t appear to have any windows or doors on the bottom floor. The only entrance was across a breezeway from the second floor that ran over a little ravine between the house and a six-car garage built around one side of a circular plaza of a driveway.

“I don’t see any movement in the house.” I looked back down at Dalhover and Murphy. “There are Whites, so the virus is inside. If it’s inside then everybody inside is probably infected. Except for the Whites, the place seems safe.”

“You wanna go in, then?” Murphy asked.

“This place looks safe as hell to me. I think it’s worth the risk,” I answered.

And that was enough talk. Dalhover boosted, Murphy jumped, and then worked on pulling himself up into the same sloth-like position I’d adopted.

Dalhover turned to scan the darkness in the cedars.

Murphy quietly said, “Man, it looks a lot farther down to the ground from up here.”

“Yeah,” I whispered back.

“It’s gonna hurt.”

“Yeah,”

“You wanna go first?”

“No.” Nevertheless, I shifted my weight so that my feet started to slide over the wall and down inside the compound. It was slow at first, but as my clothes dragged across the chalky surface of the limestone, I quickly passed the point of no return. There was nothing to grab and no way to slow my descent. Any chance of landing safely was predetermined by my initial shift and the physics of friction.

Then I was falling.

I hit the ground and rolled out onto the crushed granite driveway. My joints were jarred from the impact and probably would have hurt enough to take my breath away if not for the virus. Everything felt suddenly stiff but nothing felt broken. I was on my back and rolled quickly onto my stomach and pushed myself up to my knees, pulling my weapon up to a firing position as I did so. Necessity makes you tough.

From above, Murphy whispered, “Is that crushed granite any softer to land on than the grass?”

“Yes,” I lied.

A sliding sound announced Murphy’s decision to join me, and a second later he grunted when the ground knocked the wind out of him.

“Damn,” he groaned after a deep breath, not making any effort to move from his prone position. “That sucked.”

I could no longer see the infected that were on the second terrace down, but they either didn’t see us when we were on the wall, or just weren’t interested. They didn’t come after us. “What first?” I asked. “Do we try to get the gates open or check the house?”

Murphy rolled over onto his stomach, then pushed himself to his hands and knees. “Did I say that sucked?”

“Yep.”

“There are lights on in the house,” Murphy said.

“Solar power,” I suggested.

“Convenient.”

“Yep.”

Murphy got to his feet, looked around, and then pointed to a security camera mounted on the corner of the house. “If somebody is still in that house, they probably know we’re here.”

That made me uncomfortable. I looked around again, and now that I was looking for them, I spotted several cameras. “What do you think?”

Murphy said, “I’m with you. I don’t think there’s anybody home but we need to check it out before we try to figure out the gate.”

“Let’s go.” I jumped up and started a jog up the driveway with no cover except the fading light of evening. Murphy huffed loudly behind me.

At the end of the driveway, I angled across to the corner of the garage and stopped beside the wall, partially hiding myself from the house. Murphy came to a stop, breathing heavily beside me.

An old, two-door Mercedes convertible with oversized spinner rims and low-profile tires sat in the courtyard. I shook my head. “What a way to fuck up a car.”

“Yeah,” Murphy agreed.

Following the line of the curved garage, I spotted a set of double doors at the other end. That was a people entrance. The doors were decorative, after a modern fashion, but still managed to look formidable.

“You wanna try the doors?” Murphy asked.

“Might as well,” I answered. “If there’s someone in there, they know we’re here. They haven’t done anything yet, but if we sneak around, they might think we’re more of a danger than we are.” I walked out onto the courtyard and followed the curve of the garage.

“I’ll cover you,” Murphy said from behind.

At the first garage door, I checked to see if it would open, but was immediately befuddled. There was no exterior handle. The door was made of long metal slats that could, I presumed, roll up to the ceiling inside. I pushed it with my hand. If felt weighty and solid. This was no ordinary sheet metal garage door. Without even the smallest gap into which to push my fingers, I pressed my hands flat against the metal and pushed upwards. It didn’t budge, nor did it flex. It may as well have been a solid wall. I shot a look back at Murphy.

He wore a questioning look, but refocused his attention on the house.

I bypassed the other five garage doors without stopping to test them. Once I reached the double door entrance, I was again stumped. The doors stood nine solid, patinated feet tall. I pushed one, then the other. Neither rattled in the slightest, nor were there handles to pull.

I looked back at Murphy and shrugged.

He returned the gesture.

A railing ran from the corner of the garage, from just beside the double doors, around a third of the plaza’s circumference. It kept people from falling off of the plaza and into the ravine that separated it from the house. Halfway along the garage wall, a breezeway extended out toward the house’s front door. There was no way to reach it from the outside.

I stepped back and looked up at the roof of the garage.

Crap!

The eaves of the roof stretched out at least three feet from the wall and were at least ten feet up. I’d need a ladder to get up there.

I went over and peeked around the corner again.

Double crap!

Even if I did get on the roof of the garage as a means to get onto the roof of the breezeway, I wouldn’t be able to get to the house. The roof of the breezeway was a tall V-shape, with a wide curved peak. Like the coppice on the walls, only made of smooth metal, it would be impossible to grip. Worse still, there was no way to get from the roof down to the house’s entrance without pulling some kind of crazy Spiderman move.

I looked back at Murphy, threw up my hands and shook my head.

He waved me back over.

I jogged back.

“Let’s go out behind the garage and see what we can see,” Murphy suggested.

“Yeah.”

I followed Murphy along the featureless garage wall, around the corner, and down the slope of the mountain. We descended along the back wall of the garage, which grew taller and taller as we went down. At the opposite corner, we came out onto one of the terraces that formed the ravine between the garage and the house. The breezeway was fifteen or twenty feet above us.

“That sucks.” Murphy was not thrilled.

I didn’t say that I’d expected that, though I did. “We probably need some ladders to get up there. We may have to go back out and ransack the neighborhood.”

“It’s almost dark,” Murphy countered. “Let’s check around the other side of the house. If there’s no way in, I think it might be best if we all hop the wall and just camp here in the grass tonight. It won’t be comfortable but it’ll be safe.”

He was probably right, but the idea of trying to sleep on the ground with the fire ants and the scorpions didn’t sound like any kind of rest to me. On the other hand, when was the last time I’d had a full night’s sleep?

We made our way around to the side of the house and then to the back. The last colors of the sunset were fading from the western horizon. Below us, the terraces were separated by vertical walls of stacked limestone five or six feet tall.  Above us, the back porch of the house was too high up for any kind of ladder that we’d likely be able to scrounge from neighbors’ garages. Whoever had designed the house had designed it to have only one way in, over the breezeway.

We followed the wall back around to the other side of the house. The bulk of the two acres spread out below us on the terraces. The four infected we’d spotted earlier were at the far end of the terrace above us, near the car entrance, still following the mower.

“We need to take those Whites out before we get the others,” Murphy suggested.

“Okay.”

We climbed up a short terrace wall to get up to their level. From there, Murphy led the way down. I drew my machete as we went. He pulled his hatchet and held a knife in his other hand. I reached for my Glock as a backup weapon and recalled that I’d given it to Steph.

As we closed on the infected, the mower made a turn and followed the wall at the back edge of the terrace, leading the four infected toward us.

“The security dudes first,” Murphy whispered. “As we pass, I’ll take number two, you take number one.”

“Okay.”

The Whites were following each other in a tight formation, so instead of following directly behind Murphy, a position that would have left me no room to wield my machete, I stepped to my left, so that I was jogging directly at the oncoming lawnmower.

The infected saw us, but didn’t alter their behavior. We were just like them, two more Whites following one another across the grass. At least that’s what they thought, until Murphy came up beside guard number two and smashed him across the head with his hatchet.

As soon as I saw Murphy move, I slashed guard number one across his throat. He gushed blood and fell.

Guard number two was down, but wasn’t dead. Murphy’s hatchet was stuck in his skull at an odd angle and he was trying to get up. The kid was lunging at Murphy, but I was too far back to help. At the last second, Murphy jabbed and drove his knife up through the kid’s larynx.

In that moment, I pulled my machete up for another swing and punished guard number two for not dying right away. I caught him across his left shoulder and he rolled over, unable to support himself any longer with that arm. He rolled onto his back, his teeth still gnashing at Murphy’s ankle, until my machete cleaved his face and he died.

Looking up from that, I saw Murphy pulling his knife from the kid’s blood-spewing throat.

The naked, limping woman was howling and doing her best to close the gap between herself and Murphy. It only hastened her death as Murphy kicked her hard in her good leg and she went down. My machete ended her struggles, too.

With darkness in my eyes, but victory in my heart, splattered with another layer of fresh blood, I looked at Murphy. He shone his twisted grin back at me. It was gruesome, disgusting work. But winning a life or death struggle left you with an emotional high and a contradictory weight of guilt that was hard to reconcile.

“You all right?” Murphy asked.

I nodded. “You?”

“Yeah.”

The teenager made a gurgling sound and refocused our attention as his soon-to-be lifeless body struggled to breathe. Aside from the blood flowing from his mouth, nose, and throat, he looked normal. Just a normal kid, whose only concern a week before had been looking cool for his friends and getting his hand into the jeans of the cute girls at school. Now, he was dying on his lawn.

His gurgling went on, accompanied by raspy breaths as his empty eyes stared at the stars and blinked. Murphy stepped back beside me and looked down at the kid. I didn’t see Murphy’s face, but the change in his breathing told me he was as troubled as I was. Neither of us moved. Neither of us spoke as first five, then ten minutes ticked by, while the kid so very painfully, very slowly finished dying.

When the last noise gurgled out of the kid’s slashed throat, the last light of the sun had gone from the sky, and the crickets chirped loudly into the hollow night.

In a hoarse voice, Murphy said, “We should go.”

Some were easy. Some were hard. Some were really hard. I asked myself how many infected I needed to kill before I could stop paying an emotional toll.

I climbed the short wall to the next tier and froze. “You know what?”

“What?” Murphy was immediately alert and looking around as he brought his rifle up.

“That’s the kid’s car up there.”

“That fucked up Mercedes?” Murphy asked.

I nodded and jumped down to the grass beside the kid and started going through his pockets. I found his billfold, of no use to me. Then I found his keys. I pulled them from his pocket. They glimmered in the light of the half moon as I looked up at Murphy and tried to smile. “Bingo.”

“House keys?” He asked.

I nodded and added, “And the car. I’ll bet he has a garage door opener in the car.”

“Fuck, yeah!” Murphy nodded with as much enthusiasm as could be mustered.




Chapter 24

“Zed, why don’t you run up there and check out the dude’s car? I’ll go let Dalhover know what’s up.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “I’m sure they’re wondering by now.”

Together we clambered up the terrace walls and took off in our separate directions.

The run back across the property took an unexpected toll. When I reached the flagstones of the courtyard, I was breathing heavy, sweating rivers, and dragging my feet. I realized that I’d been pushing myself way too hard for too many days. I needed sleep, a full night of it, maybe a few. I bent over, putting my hands on my knees to catch my breath, and looked down along the line of the wall. Murphy was agitated and walking up and down in front of the section of the wall that we’d entered over. Uh oh. Something wasn’t right.

What do to? Run back down the hill and shout futilely at a wall, or proceed with the plan? We had no way to get back over the wall. I put my hopes on the Mercedes and ran as fast as my tired legs would carry me. When I got close to the car, I fumbled with the keys and then pressed the single worn button on what looked like a car’s keyless entry fob.

Click.

The noise didn’t come from the car. I looked to my right, at the double door entrance at the end of the garage.

“Oh.”

It clicked again. Relocking itself, I assumed.

I pressed the button again and the door clicked again. Sweet!

The door’s locking mechanism clicked again as I jammed the most likely-looking key on the ring into the old Mercedes’ door lock. Luck! I hopped in and a few seconds later, cranked the starter and the German engine purred.

Something was actually going right. Hard to believe.

With the headlights off, the agile little car zipped around the curve of the courtyard and crunched loudly on the crushed granite driveway. In seconds, I was rolling down my window and skidding up next to Murphy. His face was as worried as it had been the day we’d stormed into his mother’s house. In a taut voice he said, “No answer. I checked up and down the wall.”

“This is the spot where we came over.” I yanked a three-button garage door opener off the visor and showed it to him. I’ll bet one of these opens the gate.”

The wall on the front side of the house ran in a straight line that paralleled Mt. Bonnell Road. At one corner was the gate near where we’d parked the Humvees. Perpendicular to the front wall, and through the gate, was what I guessed was a long section of the driveway, that ran along the side wall of the property for eight or nine car lengths. That section of the driveway was blocked off from the main compound by another wall. At the far end of that section was an interior gate that matched the gate to the outside.

Murphy ran toward that gate as I drove toward it, pressing button two as I went. I didn’t know how the remote was programmed, but button two made sense. Button one for the exterior gate. Button two for the interior gate. Button three for the garage door. Or vice versa. Either way, two was the answer.

Over the revving engine, I heard the mechanical click from some large piece of machinery. The interior gate started its slow slide open. I killed the engine, pocketed the keys and ran with Murphy through the widening gap.

To my right, as I passed through the gate, I saw a guard shack built into the back wall. Beside that was parked a small black pickup truck. A peek through the shack’s windows revealed that it was empty. Good.

I caught up with Murphy as he ran down the length of the gauntlet and I pressed the first, then the third button. Nothing happened.

“Fuck!”

I stopped and looked down at the three-button controller. I pressed button one, then three again.

Murphy stopped and looked at me with eyes full of anxious, silent questions.

Looking back at the door still open behind us, I quickly deduced that the outside door might not open until the interior door was closed. From a security perspective, that made sense. I pressed button two and the interior door started to close. With exaggerated body English I urged the interior gate to close while Murphy ran toward the exterior gate to wait.

Paranoid fucking owners!

But that was a good thing, assuming we could take control of the place.

The interior gate finally locked into place and I tried button one again as I ran toward the outer gate and was rewarded with the metallic sound of the outer gate sliding to the left.

As soon as the gap was wide enough, Murphy squeezed through. I followed him onto the moonlit dirt road between the compound wall and the cedar forest. Once through, I paused and thumbed the remote. As the gate stopped and reversed its motion, Murphy rushed toward the dark shapes of the Humvees parked along the wall.

I waited for the gate to come to a close before proceeding. It wouldn’t do to have any Whites running into the compound while we weren’t looking. Once the sound of the gate’s mechanism silenced, I heard disturbing noises coming out of the darkness up the gravel road: scuffling, shuffling, and sobbing.

Shit!

I ran toward the murky shadows by the Humvees and saw a cluster of black figures struggling in the dark. My rifle was up and I was ready to shoot, but as I drew closer, the details resolved.

What the hell happened?




Chapter 25


“Dammit!” I hissed, as I came in close.

Murphy was engulfing Mandi in his big arms.

Steph lay on the driveway, sobbing and trying to give instructions to Dalhover, who was working at trying to stop the bleeding on her neck, or shoulder, I couldn’t tell.

The other soldier, the guy whose name I’d never learned, lay face down on the caliche in a mess of blood and brains with his feet and legs still in the Humvee.

Kneeling down beside Steph, I asked, “What the fuck?”

Dalhover looked over at me with his permanently sad face and rasped, “Jackson turned and attacked Nurse Leonard.”

I grabbed Steph’s hand and leaned over. She was frightened and hyperventilating. Tears flowed.

She gasped, “I…I…don’t think…it’s bad...We…need…to stop…the…bleeding.”

“We will,” as calmly as I could fake. I looked over at Dalhover.

“It’s a nasty bite,” he told me. “Tore off part of the trapezius near her neck. It’s bleeding like crazy, but… I think we can stop it. This is a military first aid kit. The gauze has a coagulant in it.”

“Steph,” I said, leaning over and looking into her panicked eyes, “can we move you inside? Do we risk making it worse?”

She shook her head immediately. “No risk… Move me… Keep…the…pressure on…the…wound.”

“Okay.” I took a microsecond to collect my thoughts and devise a plan. I jumped to my feet and looked around. “Mandi, you come here and keep the pressure on Steph’s wound. Murphy, you pick her up and get in the passenger side of Dalhover’s Humvee. Dalhover, you drive it. I’ll take the first one. You follow me in. Let’s go. Now!”

They all jumped at my command. I ran to the Humvee in front and got into the driver’s seat. I looked back. All the others were getting loaded up. With the engine started, I pulled forward and pressed button number one on the remote. The gate started its slow slide open while Dalhover’s Humvee came up behind me.

Once the gate opened wide enough, I turned right and drove quickly inside, pulling all the way to the end of the gauntlet with Dalhover behind. I pressed button one again and the exterior gate obediently stopped, then reversed direction.

Again, I urged it forward. “C’mon.”

But it didn’t close fast enough.

First one, then two more infected came running through the shrinking gap and pounced on Dalhover’s Humvee.

“God dammit!”

I jumped out, drew my machete, and ran to the back corner of my Humvee. The gap in the door was almost closed. Another infected had just run through. I spotted movement through the gap in the gate. Whites were running through the cedars toward the opening, probably drawn by the noise of the opening and closing.

The time for machetes was past. Time to think clearly.

The Ogre and the Harpy.

There were four in the gauntlet and more on the way. I wanted to shoot those running for the door. Getting the door closed with the minimum number of infected inside had to be a priority. An open gate and an unknown number of Whites inbound, were the first ingredients in the recipe for disaster.

But fast moving targets in the dark over seventy feet away were targets I’d likely miss. And once I pulled the trigger, the ones already inside would charge. I only had one choice but I needed to be goddamned quick about it.

I pointed my rifle at the closest of the infected, the one trying to get through Dalhover’s door. He wasn’t more than six feet away. I fired and his chest erupted in a fountain of blood. The two infected on top of the Humvee immediately sprang at me. The female led and fell over the windshield. She spider-crawled across the hood, scraping her knees and palms to blood in her hurry to taste my flesh. She caught two rapidly fired bullets, one in the head, and one through the throat. Without missing a beat in my firing rhythm, I hit high on my next shot, but the fourth caught the next White in the shoulder, spinning him over the other side of the Humvee.

The running guy was closing fast, but Dalhover swung the Humvee door open at the last second and the running White collided with it and fell. Two shots accompanied by muzzle flashes from behind the door told me that that the infected was dead.

I looked back toward the gate. “Damn!” It had reversed direction after hitting an infected who was down, but struggling through. Apparently a safety feature built into the closing mechanism had reversed it.

I ran toward her, firing as I did.

Bam, bam, bam.

All three shots missed.

I stopped and steadied my gun. She was up and running at me with wild eyes and chomping teeth.

Breathe!

I pulled the trigger again, once, twice. She fell.

I reached into my pocket and fingered the remote again, pressing all the buttons. The gate stopped and reversed again.

I ran toward the closing gap.

I saw two more infected men jump over the big stone blocks that bordered the drive, running at me. I fired again and again and again, four shots at the two runners to get one down, but the gate closed. The last White outside hit the metal gate with a loud bang then went quiet, knocked out by his own anxious stupidity, perhaps.

“Jesus!” I gulped a deep breath and looked around. Dalhover was out of his Humvee and on the other side. He shot two more times and that last wounded White was dead.

I listened. Somewhere out there, I heard the sound of a few infected, screaming. I couldn’t gauge the distance with the walls, but they were few and far enough away that I felt safe for the moment.

Dalhover hurried around the back of his Humvee and checked each body as he went.

“All dead?” I asked as I ran by.

He nodded.

I pressed button two on my remote and the interior gate slid slowly open. I hopped into my Humvee and as soon as the gap was wide enough, I drove in. Once through the gate, the Humvee’s tires chewed up some of the lush green sod as I drove it around the little convertible I’d left on the driveway.

With both Humvees through, I fingered button two, then waited to watch the gate close and stop.

God damn!

With Dalhover behind, I sped up to the courtyard in front of the garage. I slowed once my tires hit the flagstones and I pressed button three. The door on the end of the garage, the furthest from the breezeway, opened and exposed a well-lit empty spot. I pulled in and to my left I saw an old blue mid-sixties Corvette convertible with the top down. To the left of that sat a Tesla.

I jumped out and ran past those two cars and a Bentley, then passed an empty space. At the other end of the garage sat a very shiny Mercedes. It was silver, sleek, and expensive as hell. That much was clear. It was also clear that it wasn’t locked.

I flung the door open and hopped into the driver’s seat, realizing immediately that I didn’t have the keys to start it. I wanted Dalhover’s Humvee in the garage and the Mercedes out, but I had no way to move it. I jumped out of the Mercedes and ran back up to the garage door that I’d left open.

Murphy, carrying Steph, came in with Russell who was glued to Mandi’s side, and Dalhover behind. I pressed the button on my remote and the garage door closed. Then, it was silent except for our labored breathing and Steph’s pained, soft moans. We were safe, but somehow, that concept didn’t sink through to attenuate our need for urgency.

Realizing suddenly that all eyes were on me, I said, “C’mon.” I hurried back toward a pair of double doors at the other end of the garage. They matched the two I’d seen outside, so I deduced that they must open onto the breezeway to the house. Once at the doors, I stopped. There was no knob. Of fucking course, it had no knob. “Really? Every fucking tiny little thing!”

I glanced at the faces of the others. They were expectant, anxious.

Fuck!

I jammed a hand into my pocket and pulled out the old Mercedes keys. The key fob with the other remote! That had to be it! I pressed that button and the door clicked and swung open. As though I’d planned it all along, I held it open and ushered the others through. As we hurried across the breezeway, the door clicked shut behind us.

A very roomy patio was inset into the house at the other end of the breezeway. Flowerpots of every size held tropical plants and flowers. The front door was way oversized compared to any house I’d ever been in. It was constructed out of black iron in an ornate pattern of ivy and flowers, with a sheet of glass behind. It had a large iron handle.

A handle! Thank God!

I pulled on the handle, but it didn’t budge. I tried the key fob again. A welcoming click followed. I pulled on the handle and we all stepped into the immeasurable comfort of an air-conditioned house.




Chapter 26

“Damn,” Murphy muttered.

The entryway was set on a dais four steps above the biggest living room I’d ever seen. It was a vast expanse of light-colored wood floors, modern furniture, stark white walls, and widely dispersed abstract art. The most stunning feature was the two-story wall of windows stretching around the convex curve on the back of the house.

Through the windows, the sky glowed a faint purple along the horizon. The black hills across the river were dotted with the tiny stars of solar-powered landscape lights and occasional fully lit houses. The wide Colorado River shimmered far below in the moonlight and stretched out around a bend heading west and south.

“Wow,” Mandi said.

To our left, a dining room held a very long table that looked to have been sliced vertically from a three-hundred-year-old tree and spanned enough length to seat twenty. To our right, a wide staircase of the same light-colored wood flooring as the rest of the house rose and sank at intricate and unexpected angles like something designed by M. C. Escher.

Somewhere up those stairs, footsteps echoed.

We all shared a look. The house was not empty.

I nodded to Murphy, still with Steph in his arms. He backed into a corner to the left of the door. Mandi did the same. Thankfully, Russell stuck with her. Perhaps he’d tired of my abandoning him.

Dalhover tracked the barrel of his rifle back and forth across all the spaces, keeping an eye out for movement. That left the stairs for me, so I positioned myself at the foot of the stairs and waited.

The clomping footsteps above were awkward, careless, and urgent. It had to be a White, alerted to our presence by the sound of the opening and closing of the door. I reached again for a pistol that wasn’t there, and thought of taking back the one I’d given Steph. She was in no shape to use it.

Too late.

Through the gaps between the steps I saw jeans, a turquoise t-shirt, and white skin. The White was on the stairs. In no time, it tromped down, the made its way around the last sharp corner, and howled.

She was a short, stout, Hispanic woman, with her black and gray hair pulled back in a bun. She had blood smeared through the wrinkles on her face and down the front of her tent-like t-shirt. I couldn’t figure out why she didn’t trip, stumbling and running as she was. Looking past my alabaster skin, she focused on Dalhover and rushed toward him, which made my task easy.

I stepped to the side and as she passed, swinging my machete around and catching her across the back of the neck. My machete, wedged between the bones of her neck, was yanked out of my hand when she dropped. I reluctantly let it go, raised my M-4, and pointed it up the stairs.

The paralyzed woman struggled to breathe as she bled out at my feet. I listened for more noises in the house, but couldn’t make anything out with the woman’s mouth making dying noises below me.

Suddenly, it stopped.

I glanced down to see Dalhover’s knife sticking out of the side of her head. He was standing back up and raising his weapon. Problem solved.

The relative silence revealed a noise somewhere down the stairs. Dalhover heard it, too. It was a muffled, thumping sound. We listened for a few moments longer. The sound wasn’t getting closer. It definitely wasn’t getting farther away. Someone was trapped somewhere below.

“Hey,” I called into the house, hoping to draw any more infected to us.

Still, the muffled thumping from below.

“Hey!” We waited.

I gave it a few more minutes and shouted again, “Hey!”

Nothing but the thumping.

Dalhover quietly told me, “We need to clear the house.”

I nodded my agreement, then looked back at Murphy. “You got this?”

“Yeah.” He laid Steph on the floor and brought his weapon up. Mandi kneeled down beside Steph to keep the pressure on her wound. Russell kneeled beside her. Steph seemed stable, not calm, but not hyperventilating anymore.

I looked at Dalhover with raised eyebrows. Which way first?

Dalhover tilted his head to his left and moved into the dining room. I followed. It was clearly empty, but there was a doorway at the far end, on the right.

Dalhover hurried down one side of the long table. I went down the other. Glancing to my left through the windows, I saw the gauntlet and the curved terraces. The bodies of the two security guards, the naked woman, and the boy lay down there. But the only movement came from the lawnmowers.

Dalhover stopped against the wall beside the doorway into the kitchen. From across the dining room, I walked forward slowly, scanning across the kitchen in an arc. It was empty. I nodded the all-clear to Dalhover and he jumped through the doorway and down five steps to the kitchen’s tile floor.

I hurried across and joined him.

The under-cabinet lighting gleamed off of the stainless steel counter tops and smooth black lacquer cabinets. Dalhover was moving left around the central island and opened a door to a pantry. A light came on automatically as the door swung. From where I stood it appeared to be large, but sparsely stocked.

Dalhover grunted something unintelligible and closed the door. He hurried over to the two refrigerators built side by side into the cabinetry. He opened one, then the other, bathing himself in the glow of the refrigerator lamp. Upon closing the second, he looked at me and his sad eyes turned angry. “Goddamned vegetarians.”

The far wall of the kitchen was just an extension of the floor-to-ceiling windows we’d seen from across the living room, but only half the height. There was apparently a room above the kitchen.

A long, stainless steel bar separated the kitchen from the living room and was lined with a row of barstools. I followed Dalhover around it and into the living room. On the other side of the glass ran a balcony the length of the house. Nothing out there but patio furniture.

The living room had plenty of furniture, but was devoid of anything alive. On the back wall of the living room, there were several doors and the entrance to a hall. Above those room, the doors on the upstairs rooms, swung out to an open hallway that ran the length of the house.

The first door off of the living room led into an empty bathroom. The next, a library with a desk and more couches. Down at the end of the living room, a short hall opened up to a washroom on the right, a maid’s quarters on the left, and a downstairs guest room.

A narrow stairway in the washroom led us upstairs, where it came out beside a linen closet. From there we walked into the master bedroom, which took up one whole end of the house. It, of course, had the requisite floor-to-ceiling windows, along with a bathroom that might better be labeled a spa. It was larger than my apartment and decorated in dichroic glass tiles and translucent glass bricks. Off of that were two closets, each larger than my living room.

“Jesus,” I muttered to Dalhover.

“Yeah,” Dalhover answered. It was good to be rich.

We came out of the master bedroom onto the upstairs walkway, and I glanced down into the living room. Nothing moved down there, but the muffled thumping from somewhere downstairs could still be heard.

The first door led to a gym. No infected there. Another bathroom was empty. Next, a guest room with its own bathroom proved empty.

We crossed a catwalk near the stairs, and Murphy, Mandi, and Russell silently watched us pass.

The room at the other end of the catwalk had to be a kid’s room, probably the one we’d killed on the lawn. It looked like a cross between the master suite and a teenager’s room. Great views, enormous bathroom, cavernous closet. Our shock over the opulence was starting to wear off, and the stark reality of life’s unfairness was sinking in.

Satisfied that the second floor was clear, I followed Dalhover back to the stairs. Above us, the stairs climbed up to a landing with a glass door that opened to the outside.

“Up or down?” I whispered.

Dalhover shrugged, “The noisy one downstairs isn’t going anywhere. It’s the quiet ones that worry me right now.”

I whispered down to Murphy from the catwalk, “We’re going up. Are you cool?”

“I got it, man.” Murphy refocused his attention down the barrel of his rifle, which was pointed at the stairs.

Dalhover and I climbed.

Once at the top, looking through the glass door, I said, “I’ll go out first. You stay inside. I wanna be sure the door doesn’t lock us out.”

“Yeah,” was Dalhover’s reply.

I went outside and let the door close behind me. It closed with a click. I retried it and it opened.

Finally, a normal door!

Dalhover came outside with me.

On the roof, a large swimming pool was surrounded by pergolas, from which hung rows of hoses designed to spray a cooling mist over the tanning chairs.

I walked around the counters of an outdoor kitchen and looked over the rail at the edge. Dalhover’s Humvee sat undisturbed in the courtyard, just as we’d left it. The garage’s roof was a solid mass of solar panels. “I wonder if that provides enough electricity to power the whole house.”

“I hope so,” Dalhover answered.

After walking the roof’s perimeter and satisfying ourselves with the view of the property from the top, we let ourselves back inside and headed downstairs. We passed Murphy on the main floor with a nod and proceeded down.

At the bottom, the stairs flared wide into an expansive room set up like a theater lobby. Above a curtained entrance to what could only be a home theater, a marquee surrounded in little golden bulbs advertised some movie I’d never heard of. A snack bar complete with soda machine, popcorn machine, and candy counter stood off to the side. A pair of restrooms marked ladies and gents opened out of one wall.

One wall of glass panels separated the brightly lit faux lobby from the dim light of a wine cellar. An arched doorway of old-looking wood opened to a tasting area that was flanked by a dozen dark wooden shelves, full of bottles. The cellar was bigger than most of the liquor stores I’d been in, and I’d been in a lot. There was no one inside.

Dalhover and I shared a look. I was trying to do the math in my head. How much more money than me did the owner of this house have? I guessed something similar was going through his mind.

I looked around again. The sound that had been thumping from down there had stopped. But there was a White around somewhere.

The two restrooms had open entrances with angled halls inside, just like you might find in a theater. The entrance to the theater itself was draped with a heavy curtain. If we were going to get surprised by a White rushing out, it would be from either the restrooms or the theater. The doors, we’d hear opening.

I nodded to the theater and Dalhover gave me a minimal expression of affirmation. He stepped over to the side of the entrance, and put a hand on the curtain. I understood his intent and centered myself in front of the curtain, rifle at the ready.

He slowly drew the curtain back.

Beyond, I saw several rows of plush recliners facing a movie screen at least a dozen feet wide. Just as in the rest of the house, night-lights held the room in a dim glow. Nothing moved, so I proceeded cautiously in, looking left and right in rapid succession as I passed the curtain. No White was waiting there to ambush me. The walls, I noticed, were decorated with an assortment of movie posters, all featuring the actress Sarah Mansfield.

Oh, shit!

I connected the face of the naked woman on the lawn to the smiling face on the posters. This was her house. I’d killed Sarah Mansfield, hacked her to death with a machete.

…And watched her infected son drown in his own blood.

Of course, I didn’t know Sarah Mansfield, but her death felt personal. I’d seen so many of her movies—even finding some private satisfaction while I re-watched a particularly racy movie of hers when I was alone in my room—that I felt like I knew her.

I felt bad. The sadness was coming to crush me. Was it Sarah’s death, or was her death just a release valve for all the bottled up shit from the past few weeks?

My eyes welled up.

No! 

No time for that now.

Stuff it down.

Put it somewhere dark.

The Ogre and the Harpy.

Breathe.

Move the feet. Focus.

A quick circuit through the fat leather chairs proved the theater empty, and I exited. The restrooms were next, and I followed Dalhover into the ladies’ and then the men’s. Both were free of infected.

Back in the lobby again, I whispered, “This is Sarah Mansfield’s house.”

“The Sarah Mansfield?”

Before I could answer, a metal door to our left thumped with the sound of a fist pounding it from the other side. Well, that answered that question, and the next question. That was the source of the sound, and whoever was making it did know we were there.

Dalhover took up a position by the wall and off to the side, with his rifle leveled at the door. Just to be certain, I knocked on the door and said, “Hey.”

Fists on the other side went nuts and the door shuddered under their violence. It had to be a White.

I looked over at Dalhover. “This is going to be fun.”

He looked at the door, then back at me, all business.

I wished I had my pistol. I wished I’d taken the time to retrieve my machete. Alas, I only had the M-4. Not the best weapon for very close quarters. I drew a deep breath and turned the knob slowly. The locking mechanism slid on lubricated brass, and as soon as the catch was free of the strike plate, I pushed.

The pounding stopped, and big white fingers immediately snaked around the edge of the door, flinging it back and dragging me off balance in the process.

I tried to raise my rifle as I fell, but an enormous beast of a man pounced out of the room, and with a brutal swipe of his arm, knocked the weapon away. Before I could react, two apelike hands gripped my head and pulled my face up to his gaping maw.

Putrid breath. Brilliantly white teeth. Black eyes. And I was a rag doll, too slow to keep the bellowing monster from ripping my face off.

Terror!

Dalhover yelled something. I may have heard gunshots. But those teeth were coming at my face and I could do nothing to stop them.

Then, in what looked like a thoughtful pause, the man looked up and down my white face, notched up to a new level of frustration, and discarded me. He tossed my head—thankfully with the rest of me still attached—as though he were passing a basketball, and it bounced off the hard floor in a similar fashion. Through the stars in my eyes, I saw the rabid mountain gorilla leap across the lobby and bound up the stairs.

Dalhover’s rifle erupted. Wood splintered. Sheetrock exploded with bursts of dust. Metal sparked.

The White disappeared upstairs.

Three staccato bangs were followed by three more, then the sound of a heavy body hit the wall and I watched as the giant man tumbled back down, bouncing on stairs until coming to a stop with the loud slap of skin on tile.

Dalhover wasted not a second. He crossed the lobby and smashed the butt of his rifle into the man’s skull. One, crunch. Two, crunch. Three…  The sound of bone mashing into meat.

“Holy Christ!” I tried to pull myself up off the floor, but ghostly hues of color and shadows swam across my vision. I blacked out.




Chapter 27

That tenuous state of awareness that lives between sleep and consciousness lasts for spans of time that feel like hours, but I know can only be minutes. Some mornings, in that time before waking, I cling to gossamer pornographic dramas and lusts that feel like love. Most mornings, and often in the middle of the night, I squirm away from a faceless, suffocating monster covered in dirty, dreadlocked fur. It waits in my dreams to rend my flesh, swallow my soul, and leech my bones. They are dreams of terror and trying so, so hard to run. But my feet never move. My hands are syrupy slow. I scream through dead vocal chords. I try to drag myself through the middle realm and open my eyes, but the nightmare sucks me back, tenaciously holding on.

It was Steph’s face I saw, washed in golden, late afternoon sunlight, when I finally caught my breath and opened my eyes.

“You were having a nightmare,” she said.

I blinked.

“You almost sounded like you were…” She said the next word like she thought it might be offensive. “…Whimpering.”

It sounded like screaming in my head.

“Are you okay?”

I managed a nod.

“What were you dreaming about?”

“Nothing,” I whispered the lie. “I don’t remember my dreams.”

Steph laid her hand on my forehead then touched my face. Satisfied with whatever information she gleaned, she straightened up in her seat, but her eyes didn’t leave my face.

I noticed a bulky bandage on her shoulder and she seemed be letting her right arm rest in her lap. “Your arm…?”

“I’ll be okay. Murphy stitched up my shoulder.”

“Murphy?”

“I’ll have an ugly scar.”

Won’t we all?

I crooked a tiny smile and nodded. Unexpected, unexplainable tears welled up in my eyes and I clenched them shut.

Where did that come from?

“Does your head hurt?”

I nodded a lie. Well, not really. My head felt like it was made of broken glass.

A plastic pill bottle rattled and the lid burped off as Steph said, “You have a nasty bump on your head. I don’t think you have a concussion, but...I’m not positive. Can you sit up?”

Everything in the world seemed to disconnect and slide around my field of vision as I pushed myself up on my elbows and closed my eyes. Steph’s fingers touched my lips and pressed two pills between. “Swallow those. They’ll help.”

When I opened my eyes again, she was bringing a straw to my lips. I drank the pills down and sucked greedily on the straw, realizing suddenly how utterly parched I felt. After the straw slurped loudly on the bottom of the empty cup, I laid my head very, very gently back on a pillow and breathed deeply.

Steph’s hand came to rest on my forehead again and stayed. “You have a fever, but that’s expected.”

“What’s my temperature? Do you know?”

“Ninety-nine point six.”

I sank further into the cushions. That temperature was two tenths of a degree warmer than when I’d checked while at Russell’s house. Was the virus winning its battle with my immune system? Would my brain start dying?

Steph said, “I can give you something for the fever.”

Pills wouldn’t help with that. I squinted into the brightness of the room and asked, “Sunglasses? Do you have my sunglasses?”

“Yes.” She turned and picked them up off of the coffee table she was sitting on and slipped them onto my face.

“Thanks.” Under the protection of the sunglasses, I opened my eyes wide and let them linger on her face. Her eyes were kind but determined. She was lean, like a marathoner. She wasn’t pretty, not really. Plain, maybe. But when she smiled, she lit up. I asked, “What day is it?”

“I don’t know. Does it matter anymore?”

“No. I was just wondering…wondering… Is this tomorrow?”

A touch of a smile crossed Steph’s face. “Are you asking if you got injured last night?”

“Yes. Sorry. My brains are kind of rattled.”

Steph nodded, “Yes, it was last night.”

“What time is it?”

“Late afternoon?” Steph craned her neck to look at a clock. “It’s quarter after four.”

“Wow.” Was it the blow to my head or was I just that exhausted? Probably both. “So, no concussion?”

“I don’t think so.”

I put a hand on the back of the sofa and very, very slowly pulled myself up to sit.

“You don’t have to sit if you’re not up to it,” Steph told me.

“I want to.” I finished getting myself upright and felt dizzy. “I do not feel good.”

“Do you feel nauseous?” The concern was heavy in Steph’s voice.

“No.” I started to shake my head to clear the cobwebs, but a sharp pain put a stop to that. “I feel crappy all over.”

“Besides the bump, you’re probably dehydrated. You need to get some food in you, too. When was the last time you ate?”

“I don’t know. I…I had a sandwich with Russell yesterday. Where is Russell?”

“He’s with Mandi.”

“Hmm. He must be mad at me.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Long story.”

“I’ll go fix you something. Are you hungry?” Steph jumped up from the giant square coffee table and headed off toward the kitchen. My answer to the question was apparently not going to matter. So I just watched her go. Nicely fitting jeans. A clean t-shirt draped just to the waistline. Her red hair shimmering like it belonged in a shampoo commercial.

What the fuck? Am I awake?

I looked around the living room. It was modern luxury. It was orderly. The glass wall was clean. No panes were broken. I saw no smoke on the horizon. I heard no distant gunfire. I saw no Whites. I breathed in cool, crisp, clean air and savored the essence of civilization: air conditioning.

Juxtaposed against the stark cleanliness of the living room, I realized that I reeked. My clothes felt crispy with the salt of evaporated sweat and things I didn’t care to think about. I hadn’t had a shower in more days than I could count. My hair was full of so much crud that it stood at weird angles on my head.

Water was running into the sink in the kitchen as Steph leaned over a counter.

“Water too?” I asked loudly, my voice echoing in the expanse.

“All we’ll ever need,” Steph called back.

“How’s that?” I asked.

“We think it’s piped up from the river and filtered. There’s a big water system downstairs.”

“That explains why you’re all cleaned up.”

Steph smiled at me and went about her business. A blender spun loudly in the kitchen. “And you know the best part?”

“No.”

“There’s a whole closet full of clothes upstairs that fit me perfectly.”

“Cool.”

“Yeah!”

I leaned my head back on the couch, closed my eyes, and found a position that let the lump on my head rest on a soft spot. I felt sure I could get on my feet if I needed to. It would be painful. Balance might be difficult. But I’d risen to the task so many times over the past several days that I had a new concept of what I could endure.

Perhaps the apocalypse had made me a better person.

Achieve personal growth through the end of the world!

That was a silly thought. Likely the most laudable achievement in my future would be surviving the day and going to sleep in a safe place. Perhaps that was as good as it would ever get again.

The noise of my weapons scooting across the wooden top of the coffee table caused me to jerk my head up faster than was prudent. Shards of pain radiated through my brain. “Ouch.”

Steph sat down on the table in front of me. “I made you a smoothie. It’s frozen strawberries, bananas, and blueberries. There was a big jug of some kind of organic protein powder in the pantry. I put some of that in there, too.”

“Thanks.” I sipped a big gulp through the straw. “Damn, that’s good.”

Steph smiled, but it evaporated as quickly as it came.

I sipped some more.

“It’s not a very substantial meal, but there isn’t that much around.”

“Oh?”

“I think Ms. Mansfield was a vegan,” Steph told me. “Lots of semi-wilted fruits and veggies in the fridge, along with some tofu. Enough pasta, beans, and some sauces in the pantry for a couple of days, if we’re not too hungry. Oh, and frozen fruit in the freezer.” Steph pushed a glass of water into my free hand.

“This might be the best thing I’ve ever eaten,” I said, only half-joking. The pureed, frozen fruit in my stomach made me realize how famished I was.

“Thanks. Cooking isn’t my forte.”

Silence settled in while I slurped. Thoughts of all that had gone on and all that was happening outside the walls started to sneak back in. Not wanting to think about any of that, I said, “You seem to be doing okay with your shoulder.”

Steph nodded, and with a confident look on her face said, “Yes, about that. I’m sorry, I kind of freaked out when it happened.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“If I stand too quickly I get a bit dizzy. I think I must have bled out at least a pint by the time they got me stitched up.”

I shivered. “I’ll bet that didn’t feel good without anesthetic.”

“Sergeant Dalhover found a nice bottle of vodka to help out with that. I think my hangover this morning was worse than the pain in my shoulder.”

“Yeah, I’ve been there. You know, I found a big bottle of hydrocodone in a house a couple of days ago. Murphy might know where it is.”

“He already gave me the bottle. Thanks.”

“Don’t mention it. So what’s the deal? What’d I miss while I was out?”

Steph looked around for a moment then said, “We’re staying in Sarah Mansfield’s house, but you know that, right?”

I grimaced. “I think I killed her.”

“The virus killed her, Zed. You just put her out of her misery.”

“That’s a nice way to think about it. I guess that was probably her son out there on the lawn with her last night. He’s dead too.”

“I guess,” Steph answered. “I didn’t see them. I’ve been in the ward with you since they stitched me up.”

A small laugh was all I could manage. “This isn’t bad for a sick ward.”

“Actually, it’s everything for the moment. We all slept in here on the couches last night.”

“Really?”

“I think everybody felt comfortable being in the same room together.”

“Did somebody stand watch?” I asked, concerned.

“I’m pretty sure. I was out of it once the hydrocodone kicked in, but they were talking about taking shifts in the video room when I passed out.”

“The video room?” That didn’t sound right at all. “You mean the theater?”

“No, not the theater.”

That puzzled me, and it showed on my face.

“That’s what Dalhover and Murphy called it. I haven’t been down there yet.”

“Downstairs?”

“Yes, there’s a room for the security guards down there where they can monitor all of the video cameras. It was the room where you got…bounced around last night.”

I smirked. “Bounced around. That’s about right. How many cameras?”

“I think Dalhover said there are twenty or thirty. You can see all of the common areas in the house, anything on the grounds, and outside the wall.”

“No shit?” That was a nice surprise.

“It’s true.” Steph confirmed.

“I guess that’ll make it easy to stand watch at night.”

“Mandi is down there now,” Steph said. “Sergeant Dalhover insisted that somebody be on watch at all times.”

“So there is something to like about Dalhover.”

“He’s a good man. He’s just surly.”

“I think he’s the saddest man I’ve ever met.”

Steph gave me a little, patronizing smile and she said, “I’m going to try and take a shift tomorrow. I shouldn’t do any manual labor for a week or two, but I can take sitting in a rolling chair and watching video monitors.”

“I’m starting to have trouble focusing on what you’re saying.” I said, a little dreamily. “What were those pills that you gave me?”

“Hydrocodone.”

“Oh.”

Somewhere in the next few moments, sleep stole everything away.




Chapter 28

Several days passed, and life in Sarah Mansfield’s compound was a surreal concoction of normalcy, opulence, and the separate reality of the world beyond the walls. We were showered, fed, and comfortable. We had soft beds, clean sheets, and not a single White to chase us around. But the sounds of gunshots from the city increased in frequency and drew closer each day. Whether through overwrought fears or accurate observation, it seemed the carnage was coming our way.

The memories of our experiences, all the dying, all the dead, and all the infected haunted our quiet times. We talked a lot about anything or nothing, whatever it took to keep us from staring at the walls and sinking into our thoughts. We’d all been through so much. We needed time to heal.

We distracted ourselves with the seemingly endless library of movies in the basement theater. We drank wine in the evenings and watched the panoramic sunsets over the hills across the river. All the ash and smoke in the air made for brilliant reds, purples, and oranges. The death of our world painted in spectacular beauty on the sky.

We took turns maintaining our vigil in the guardroom, watching the walls, watching for the threats that were sure to come.

I thought often about the naked horde that overran Dr. Evans’ farm. Would all the Whites eventually shed their clothes in their primal regression and band together into unstoppable, hungry armies? Would they scour the land and devour every last person before finally consuming themselves, as Jeff Aubrey’s calculations had predicted?

Were we going extinct, or did we have hope?

Perhaps hope. Murphy’s big smile was back. Mandi was still sweet. Those two had moved into an upstairs room together. The rest of us, not wanting to be alone at night, shared Sarah Mansfield’s very large former bedroom.

We had all the electricity we needed. Pretty much. The battery banks in the garage would store a few days’ worth if we kept the temperature in the house at seventy-eight degrees. Most of the lights were LEDs and used barely any electricity. Nevertheless, we removed any light bulbs that left us visible at night from across the river.

We were hidden in plain sight, with a strong motivation to stay that way.

Sarah Mansfield, movie star, activist, environmentalist, vegetarian, and paparazzi paranoiac, left us a house absent of firearms, meat, or animal products of any kind—generally a little short on edibles—but otherwise it couldn’t have been more perfect. In the long term, the terraces would be good for farming. The walls provided protection. An elevator down to a surprisingly secure boathouse gave us access to the river. And a primo surveillance system ensured that no infected hand would ever touch our walls without our knowing ahead of time.

 




Chapter 29

It was mid-afternoon and I had the watch. Murphy sat in one of the high-backed leather office chairs, as did I. He was busy on the computer, but keeping me company. Russell squatted by the wall behind us. The wall in front of us was covered with color video monitors, all mounted at angles to give the person sitting at the center of the monitoring desk a good view of each; one monitor for each camera. Each had a bright red LED that would light up when the motion detector attached to the camera activated.

Two forty-two-inch screens were centered on the wall directly in front of the chairs. The video feed from the small monitors would scroll across the big ones at regular intervals. Below the big screens at the center of the desk was a map of the compound that showed each camera location. The ones displaying on the large monitors would light in green. With the press of a button, any monitor could be called up to the big screens. Audio from that camera could be piped in. It was an impressive system.

On one of the big screens I was watching, two infected were a good way down the street, squatting beside a brick mailbox under the deep shade of an oak.

Murphy, with a copy of Amber’s flash drive and a laptop from the kid’s room, was busy stitching together Google satellite map images to get a full map of Austin. “Don’t let this go to your head, Zed, but it was a good idea to download all this stuff to the flash drive.”

“The maps were Amber’s idea. I didn’t think to ask for that.” I’d have preferred not to have Amber’s name mentioned. Her swollen, bloody face still haunted my thoughts and those thoughts always turned into rekindled hatred for Mark, and in the darkness of that mood, I’d entertain fantasies of how I’d slowly dismember him and listen to his high-pitched girlie screams as I sliced off his genitals one small piece at a time. I thought of stapling his lips back against his face and breaking his teeth, but leaving the painful stumps in his mouth. I wanted to flay his skin, smash his fingers with a hammer, and gouge out his eyes with a grapefruit spoon. It was a dark, twisted place of glorified revenge and torturous pain that bordered on evil. It was not a healthy place for my thoughts to wander.

“Well, we owe her. When I’m done putting this together, this map will come in real handy. Hell, it might be the only one in existence. That makes it valuable as hell.”

And because my dark mood made me feel contrary, I said, “But there’s got to be gas station maps everywhere.”

“Man, those are fine for driving, but a satellite map is a whole different deal. You see where the Walmarts are, and the food. You can see where the houses are, where the trees are for cover.”

I shrugged. “Yeah, I know.”

Murphy grinned. “So you were just being a dick, right?”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“Now that you’ve got that out of your system for a few minutes, I’ve been thinking.”

“About?”

“I think we need to put together a plan to defend this place.”

“I think we don’t,” I answered.

“You’re not done being a dick yet?” Murphy asked.

“No, that’s not it. I think we let the walls keep out the infected and let the house do the rest. I don’t think we do anything.”

Murphy shook his head emphatically, “Man, that’s the pussy approach, Zed. This is a sweet place. We need to hold on to it.”

“What do you have in mind?”

Just then, Steph came in through the open door, that like most of the interior doors, we’d propped open. “What are you guys doing?”

I nodded toward the monitors, “Watching some Whites down the street.”

Steph’s casual demeanor was obliterated by an involuntary tensing. Her eyes turned worried, then fearful, then she tried to mask it, all in the gap of a second or two.

“It’s just a couple, and they aren’t doing anything right now,” I told her. “They rambled up the street a little while ago, looking for food, I guess. Now they’re resting in the shade.”

Steph relaxed and walked over to stand between the chairs.

Murphy reached up with one of his long arms and pointed them out on the monitor. “They’re way down the street. See ‘em there, just by that mailbox?”

“Yes,” Steph nodded. “I see.”

“They don’t look like a threat,” Murphy reassured.

Neither Steph nor I responded to that. For my part, I just didn’t agree. They were all threats, either active or waiting to materialize. I looked up at Steph. “I thought you were watching a movie with Mandi.”

She turned to sit on the desk in front of us. “Too sappy. I got bored.”

Murphy asked, “Is Mandi still in there?”

“She recommended it. She said it was one of her favorite movies,” Steph answered.

“She digs the chick flicks,” Murphy allowed.

We looked at each other silently for a moment then Steph stood and said, “Well, hey, I didn’t mean to interrupt you guys…”

“No, no,” I said, hurriedly, “we were just talking about defending this place. Stuff like that. Stay if you want.”

“I shouldn’t feel this way, but this place seems pretty well-defended already,” Steph said.

“That’s what I’m saying,” I agreed.

“But what do we do when they come?” Murphy asked, “Because you know they’re gonna come. It’s just a matter of time.”

“We don’t know that for sure.” Steph’s wan smile appeared. She was trying to convince herself as much as Murphy. “This place is hard to find. You can’t see it from the road unless you hike through the trees. The only way to find it is by accident.”

“Unless you’re across the river,” Murphy disagreed, “Then you just have to look up. From over there, this place probably looks like…like...”

“Like Olympus,” I concluded for him.

“Yeah,” he agreed. “Like Olympus.”

“But the infected aren’t smart enough to see us from across the river, figure out how to get over here, and then find us, too.” Steph argued, “They don’t have that much mental capacity.”

Murphy shook his head emphatically. “Not according to Sergeant Dalhover. From what he says about the Smart Ones, those guys could figure it out. What we need to do is mount four or five fifty caliber machine guns on the roof. Then if those fuckers come for us, we just shred ‘em when they try to come over the wall.”

A gruff, flat voice said, “That’s a bad idea.”

We all looked at the door. Leaning on the doorjamb was Dalhover, his face stretched down into his comfortable frown. But with all of our eyes on him, he didn’t feel the need to elaborate.

“Hey, Top,” Murphy asked after a few moments of waiting. “Why are the fifties a bad idea?”

“Those walls aren’t made for defense. They’re made for privacy. Sarah Mansfield wasn’t interested in keeping an army of infected out when she built this place. She was interested in keeping the paparazzi from taking pictures of her tits.” Dalhover stopped talking and looked at as if that were sufficient information.

It wasn’t.

I didn’t agree with Murphy, but I didn’t know what Dalhover was getting at, so I asked, “What do you mean, exactly?”

“Those are cinder block walls. Fifty caliber bullets will go right through them,” Dalhover told me.

I didn’t see a downside to that, assuming the infected were on the other side of the wall.

Dalhover went on, “A swarm of those infected will show up. Everybody will run up to the roof, all panicked and such. With no experience behind one of those guns, shooting fifty caliber bullets at the infected coming over the walls, what you’re going to shred won’t be the infected, it’ll be the trees and the walls. Then the infected will waltz right in through the gaps.”

Murphy said, “Doesn’t matter. Every window and door in this place has those steel doors that roll down to close ‘em up. The infected can’t get through those.”

Dalhover argued, “You’ve got a lot of confidence in this house’s defenses—defenses that you didn’t design or build. You don’t know where the weaknesses are. You only see the strengths. But the Smart Ones, they’ll find the weaknesses. They did at the hospital. They’ll do that here.”

“I don’t think they’re that smart,” Murphy said.

“Doesn’t matter,” I countered.

“Why?” Murphy asked, his tone telling me that he thought I was just being a contrary dick again.

“Once we get a thousand or two thousand of them out there, they’ll creep around and dig their little fingers into every little nook and crevice.” I looked at each of them. “They’ll test every door, every window. They’ll climb up on the garage roof if they can. They’ll try to get across the roof of the bridge from the garage. Most will fall off. Some might make it. Who knows? Think of it like a hacker trying to get into a computer. They set up a program that tries a million passwords and keeps on trying until one works. The Whites are like that. Whether they’re smart or not. With enough of them out there, trying and trying to get at us in here, one of them will eventually find a way. When one does, the rest will follow.”

“Yep,” Dalhover agreed.

“So what are you saying, then?” Murphy asked. “Do we just abandon the place the first time a White gets curious about the wall?”

Dalhover looked at Murphy without changing his expression in the slightest, but without giving him a response.

“Man.” Murphy was exasperated. “Top, I’m not being disrespectful. I like it here. I like sleeping in a clean bed. I like sitting in a recliner and watching movies. I like taking showers and having clean clothes. I don’t want to leave. I honestly don’t know what you expect us to do when the Whites show up.”

Dalhover thought about that for a minute. His face somehow found a way to grow even sadder, and in his gruff voice, he said, “All I know is that what we did at the hospital didn’t work, and in the end, everybody died except us two. Once we fired the first shot, all of our choices disappeared. We were just reacting and retreating. And dying.”

Steph looked down at the floor. Thinking through the problem, perhaps, or thinking about too many painful memories.

After several long moments of depressing silence, I said, “Hide and run.”

“Running and hiding is how we got here,” Murphy scoffed.

“No.” I shook my head emphatically. “I mean it as a tactic.”

“Oh, no.” Murphy dramatically lolled his head back and looked at the ceiling. “I’ve heard that tone before. You guys will want to get comfortable for the lecture.”

Ignoring Murphy’s taunting hadn’t yet produced any results, but in the absence of any other plan, I went with it again. “Those guys that killed Jerome: Murphy, do you remember what we talked about afterwards?”

Murphy wrinkled his brow. “We talked about a lot of stuff. I think that’s when we decided to go steady, heh, heh, heh.”

I pushed on. “I mean, about why those guys that killed Jerome were still alive. They’d killed a couple of hundred infected and they were still alive, trying to kill more.”

“Because they had silencers, man.”

“Right,” I agreed, “but the silencers and the way they used them to snipe the infected—it was a new tactic, an effective tactic, to fight a new enemy, with new strengths and new weaknesses.”

“Fine, Null Spot, I’ll play along,” Murphy said. “So when you say ‘hide and run’, you don’t mean, ‘run and hide.’”

“No, I don’t. That’s just a cliché. What I mean by hide and run is that instead of fighting them head-on or just shooting them, what we do instead is hide. That’s what those snipers did, they stayed hidden, for the most part, and without giving away their hiding places, they were able to kill the infected. And the other thing we do is run away, retreat. We need to make sure that we always have a path of retreat that’ll take us to our next hiding spot. According to the math done by Jeff, every day we stay hidden, there’ll be fewer of them out there, because they’ll have to eat each other if they can’t eat us. In a year or so, there won’t be that many left. At least, there won’t be any mega-hordes like that one that overran the Evans farm.”

“We have an escape route,” Dalhover rasped. “Down the elevator and through the tunnel to the boathouse. We’ll all fit in the ski boat.”

“Zed’s right,” Steph said, with the kind of authority in her voice that people listen to naturally. So naturally, all of us looked at Steph. “We’ll fight when we have to. We’ll kill them when we have to. But we need to be prepared to run, always. That’s how we’ll survive.”

“When do we run?” Murphy asked, not quite sold on the plan.

“I’ll decide,” Steph told us, as though it were the most natural of choices.

Say what?

Murphy looked at me, as surprised as I was.

“She’s the only officer here,” Dalhover told us.

Say what again?

“Wait,” I started, but was momentarily at a loss for words.

Everybody was looking at me, waiting.

I pointed at Steph, “You’re an officer?”

“I was a captain.”

“Was a captain?” I asked.

“I’m a civilian now.”

I pointed at Murphy. “And I knew you were in the Army.”

“Four years in the infantry,” he confirmed.

I looked at Dalhover.

“First Sergeant. Twenty years. Retired.”

I rubbed my hand across my face, as though that might have helped with my frustration at feeling suddenly very much like an outsider. “So, what exactly is going on here? Is Steph in charge? I’m just asking.”

“Somebody needs to be in charge,” Steph announced. “A squad of soldiers with a leader will survive where a leaderless gang of ruffians will get killed.”

“Man, I can agree with that,” Murphy added enthusiastically.

Dalhover nodded.

Steph said, “Zed, you’re a natural leader, though I don’t think you see yourself that way. You’re brave and you’re smart. But you don’t have any respect for your own life, so you do stupid, stupid, stupid things and you get lucky.”

“Do you think three stupids was enough?” I asked, a little petulantly.

“This isn’t a coup,” Steph told me. “As far as I can tell, everybody here owes you their life…”

“Uh-oh,” I interrupted. “I’m having déjà vu.”

“Grow up!” Steph didn’t yell, but her voice was as firm as a hard slap. “I respect you, Zed. And I like you. I really do. There’s nothing happening here that you’re not a part of. I think we all need somebody in charge. That’s just that truth of it. Running everything by committee will get us killed. You want to be the leader. I’m fine with that. I’ll bet my life on your instincts and your luck. Why not? You saved me. Is that what you want?”

Shit. She was being rational, authoritative, and firm. I was outclassed.

“We can vote on it. We can do anything you like,” Steph looked around at us. “I think Zed’s spot-on about the strategy. Hide and run. But, not to be sexist, that’s just not a strategy that a man is going to be good at implementing. You guys get your testosterone up and you all want to pull out your machine guns and go all Null Spot on the Whites.”

“Not you, too,” I interrupted with a feeble smile.

“I think a woman is better at being able to make the choice to retreat. So if hide and run is our strategy, I think I’m the natural choice to lead us.”

Dalhover spoke up first. “I’m fine with that.”

Murphy followed immediately, showing me his apologetic face while he spoke. “I’m good with Steph.”

All eyes fell to me and frankly, I agreed. “Yeah, Steph, I can follow you.”

“Thank you.” Steph gave us a curt smile. “Just so you know, this isn’t the Army. We’re all in this together. We’ll talk about decisions as much as you feel like we need to, but when the chips are down, when the Whites are coming, we won’t have time to dicker. We do what I say and we argue about it later. Agreed?”

Nods all around.

Mandi excused herself ever so politely to get around Dalhover and came inside with the rest of us. “What’s everybody talking about?”




Chapter 30

Mandi looked at me with a face painted in several layers of empathy. “Zed, are you okay with this?”

I answered, “Steph is smart and brave, and I respect her.”

“Don’t be a dick,” Murphy interrupted. It was the kind of thing a friend could say to another without starting a fist fight.

“I know it sounds that way,” I said, “I do. But I mean it. I think Steph is the right choice, the best choice. I’m good with it,” I smiled. I really was good with it. Steph was smart and I trusted her.

Mandi gave me an unnecessary hug. Still looking at me, she announced to the group, “If you guys are good with it, I am too.”

Steph looked at Dalhover and said, “Sergeant, will you put together a duty roster?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She looked at the rest of us. “We have a roster for keeping watch, but unless we want this beautiful place to turn into a pig sty, we need to start taking turns keeping it clean, sweeping the floors and cleaning the bathrooms. Do you guys agree?”

Of course, we all did.

“We’re running short on supplies. Murphy, Zed, you guys are the obvious choice to go out and scavenge. That will probably be your primary duty on the roster.”

“I’m cool with that,” Murphy answered.

“That sounds fair,” I answered. “Besides, we’re the only ones who can hide in plain sight out there. It makes sense.”

“We’re almost out of food,” Steph said. Everybody already knew that. “Zed, are you up to going out today or tonight?

I looked at the scabs on my hand and the mostly healed wounds on my arms. I ran a hand across the shrinking lump on the back of my head. “More ready than I’ve been for half the shit I’ve done in the last few weeks, I guess.”

“No, really, Zed.” Steph was all business. “We can all skip some meals if we need to. How are you feeling?”

Looking directly at her, I said, “I’m okay. Really. I’m not a hundred percent, but I’m good to go. Remember, I do have the advantage of not feeling most of the pain from my cuts and bruises. So as long as I’m not dizzy or bleeding out, I’m good.”

“You don’t need to hurt yourself or risk getting Murphy hurt because you’re trying to be the Valiant Null Spot.” She smiled at me.

I rolled my eyes. “I’m not fine. I’m sure I don’t look fine, but I’m good. Murphy and I are a good team. We’ve been through some shit together. We’re both good.”

“I’ll leave it to you two to decide when to head out and where to go. But we need food…”

“Meat, if you can find it,” Dalhover spoke up, surprising everyone with the request. We were all becoming used to his economy with words.

“I’m with that, man,” Murphy agreed.

Steph continued, “The other priority will be a rally point. We need a place to run to when this place is compromised.”

“Don’t you mean ‘if’?” Mandi asked.

“I think we can only hope for ‘if’,” I said. “But we need to plan for ‘when’.”

“I’ve got a satellite map here,” Murphy said. “Zed had Amber put it together for us, along with everything else. We can find some places along the river that might work, and check them when we go out.”

“That sounds good,” Steph told us, “but we need just one place tonight. Find one good one. We’ll try and get three or four safe houses lined up over the next week or two. The more options we have, the more likely that we’ll all live when we have to move.”




Chapter 31

The sun had slipped below the mountains west of the river an hour earlier. The sky had relatively few clouds and there was plenty of moonlight by which to navigate. I pressed the garage door opener on the boat’s dashboard and the boathouse’s door rose out of the water.

Murphy and I used paddles to push the ski boat out into the lazy current. Russell, who had re-glued himself to my side, waved a paddle to no effect except to splash the water around the boat.

“Hey, Murphy, when you guys came down here the first time, did you check under the water?”

“For what?”

“To see if someone could get in that way.”

“Yeah, man, Top jumped in the water and checked it out. There’s a metal fence from the wall all the way down to the river bottom. The biggest thing that can get in is a catfish.”

“Cool.”

Well away from the boathouse, we seated ourselves and let the current take us. The boat slowly spun and rocked. Tiny waves lapped the hull. Cicadas sounded like little monkeys with kazoos. Frogs and crickets chirped. The breeze rustled its way through the thick trees.

It was peaceful, mostly.

Heavy gunfire from Camp Mabry, easily heard from the pool deck at Sarah Mansfield’s house, echoed off of the houses on the far side of the river. It was the familiar sound of organized, well-armed people trying to hold out against the infected. It’s what the hospital sounded like before it was overrun.

Occasional staccato gunshots rang in the distance, though it was nothing like the frequency of gunshots in those first few days after the infection stomped on Austin with both feet. At first, the near constant sound of gunfire disturbed me. Now, it was a reassuring sound. It meant that there were other survivors out there. The virus hadn’t yet won.

After a long silence between us, Murphy asked, “How far downstream should we go?”

Looking around, I answered, “There’s a marina about a quarter of a mile up from the dam. I’ll start the engine when we get there.”

The plan was to exit the boathouse as stealthily as possible. Taking our new hide and run strategy into account, keeping Sarah Mansfield’s house and our presence there unknown was paramount. So we burned off forty-five minutes of the evening by drifting down the river before starting the boat’s engine. Once the engine was running, we’d glide upriver past hundreds of boathouses including Sarah Mansfield’s until we were at our destination. We’d wrap up business there, and on the way back down, cut our engine and let the current bring us home while hiding silently in the darkness.

As expected, the marina came up beside us. Murphy was sitting in the port side seat with his rifle at the ready. Russell sat on a bench seat in the stern, uninterested, as usual. The engine started easily with a muffled rumble that seemed unduly loud, but that, too, was expected.

I throttled the engine and we headed upriver.

At the bend in the river below the tan colored limestone cliffs of Mt. Bonnell, I saw the crenelated shapes of the houses along the crest and silently thanked Dalhover for his insistence on light discipline. All of them, including Sarah Mansfield’s house, were black.

Miles passed in silence. Murphy and I focused on scanning the banks for Whites lurking in the trees, but the only human forms we passed were occasional bloated bodies floating in the water.

After poring over the satellite photos of the river between the two dams, we’d picked out a house that was our first candidate for both scavenging and scouting as a possible rally point. The house was large, very large. It had two garages, enough space for four cars. It had a pool on the back porch between the house and the river. It sprawled across a large slice of riverfront property on an otherwise undeveloped isthmus, formed by the river and a wide tributary that flowed in from the north. At the landward end of the isthmus, what appeared to be a tall limestone cliff sealed it off from access through the trees. The only way on or off the property was across a gated bridge over the tributary.

The next closest houses were a group of five or six a quarter-mile away. That general area of the river was only sparsely developed, and there were many square miles of virgin forest behind it. So, although any number of infected could have wandered into the area, the indigenous infected might number only in the dozens. Depending on the depth of the water in the tributary and the height and slope of the cliffs, the place might be safe.

With a mile or two still to go, Murphy quietly said, “The river would make a good trading route.”

“You’re still on that idea?” I asked, as I steered the boat through the center of the river.

“Why wouldn’t I be? I’m not looking for a superhero job during reconstruction, like you. I told you, man, I want to take advantage of the opportunity.”

“Reconstruction?” I asked.

“Yeah, man. The post-post-apocalyptic period. You know, after everything has finished going to shit and we start picking up the pieces. That’s reconstruction.”

I looked back out across the river, thinking that I preferred the silence.

“I’m telling you man,” Murphy continued his pitch. “We’re in the position. We can make it happen.”

“Yeah, maybe.”

Murphy took my lack of interest as a sign to change the subject. “So what’s up with you and Steph?”

“Nothing.” Deflection time. “What’s up with you and Mandi?”

Murphy grinned. “We have our own room and we sleep in the same bed. Is it a secret about what’s up with me and Mandi?”

“No, I guess not.”

“Then stop pretending we’re in junior high for a minute, and just answer my question, Zed,” Murphy grinned. “Heh, heh, heh.”

“There’s nothing up with me and Steph.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t know.”

“Are you mad because she’s the boss now?”

I laughed. “No. I honestly believe putting her in charge was a good move for us.”

“Okay, so you don’t think she’s cute?”

“I guess she’s pretty. I mean, when she smiles.”

“So?”

“So, what?”

“What are you gonna do?”

“Murphy, she’s engaged.”

“Probably not. You may not have noticed, but damn near everybody is dead.”

“Maybe,” I said. “He was in the hospital with her. He was passed out with the fever when we left.”

Murphy was suddenly serious. “He was alive when you guys left him?”

“Yeah. We didn’t have a choice. He had the fever. He was probably going to turn. She couldn’t stay with him. If she had, she’d be dead now. We couldn’t carry him along. We barely escaped as it was.”

“That must have been hard on her,” Murphy allowed. “But we’ve all been through the shit, man. Or none of us would be here. You move on, or you die. That’s the way it is now.”

“Smile and get over it. Is that how the Murphy philosophy goes? I never got my wristband.” I put a smile on my face to try to mask the harshness.

Murphy was silent for a few moments, then said, “I like you Zed. You know that, right? But sometimes you’re just a dick for no reason at all. It’s like you wanna grow up to be a grumpy old bastard like Dalhover or somethin’.”

The boat skimmed around another long, slow bend and the silence lingered between us. I finally said, “Yeah, I know. I’m sorry.”

Murphy slapped me on the back and said, “It ain’t nothin’, man.”

A few minutes later, he said, “You should do something about Steph, though. She’s a good one.”

“Just so we’re clear on one thing.”

“What’s that?”

“When I get to be Dalhover’s age, I don’t want to be anything like that.”

Murphy laughed. “Man, we won’t live that long.”




Chapter 32

“Up there on the right, past that tree hanging over the bank.”

I followed the line of Murphy’s pointing finger and spotted it. “How can you tell?”

“That’s the boathouse from the satellite picture. It’s got that weird wooden roof.”

“I can see the boathouse,” I said, “but I can’t make out the roof details. You can see that?”

“Yeah, man. Angle over that way, Skipper.”

“Do you want to pass it and drift back?”

“No, man. Fuck that. I want to get out of this boat.”

I chuckled, “If you need to whiz, you can do it over the side.”

“No, man, it’s not that. It’s the other thing.”

“You can sit on the side of the boat and hang over, but if you make a mess, you’re cleaning the boat.”

“Man, just pull up to the boathouse. I’ll use the bathroom inside.”

“Well, don’t forget to flush.”

Murphy ignored me after that.

At the boathouse I killed the engine and drifted the last few boat lengths toward the dock. Murphy jumped out, pulled the bow in by a rope, and tied it to a cleat. With that done, the back of the boat drifted downstream with the current, keeping it parallel to the dock.

Murphy picked up the stern rope. I shook my head, “Let’s just leave the bow line tied in case we need to leave in a hurry.”

“Okay.”

Unfortunately, with the stern of the boat not tied, it made exiting to the dock a tad tricky, but both Russell and I managed it without getting wet. Murphy was already halfway up the paved path between the house and the dock.

Underneath the pavilion-style boathouse, Russell and I hustled past a big pontoon boat and headed toward the house. As we were skirting the pool, Murphy had pressed his face to a window, peeking into the dark house.

“Anything?” I whispered as we neared.

Murphy turned to us as we got close. “Another rich person’s bedroom.”

“Just because it’s a million dollar house on a million dollar piece of land doesn’t mean they’re rich,” I sarcastically countered.

Murphy ignored me and moved over to a door of rectangular panes of glass that gave us a view of the kitchen. It was empty as well. Murphy tried the doorknob. Not locked. He turned to me and grinned. We slipped into the darkness and were immediately alerted to the sound coming from the next room over: the familiar sounds of feeding infected.

I was turning to leave, thinking that was the prudent path, but with his pistol held close to his body and his hatchet raised, Murphy crept through the kitchen toward a wide doorway that led to the next room.

I hesitated, torn between using my M4 or the combination of the machete and the pistol that I’d gotten back from Steph. The lump was still on the back of my head. The humiliation of getting tossed about like a rag doll by that behemoth of a man still stung my pride and underscored the fragility of the invincibility lie I’d been telling myself.

But we were in the house. It was spacious with wide doorways, so it probably had wide halls. The sound wouldn’t carry far outside. And no matter how many infected were in the house, I had more bullets than they had lives. At least that’s how the rationalization went. I really wanted the power of the M4 in my hands.

I followed a few paces behind Murphy. Russell shuffled along with me.

Murphy paused at the doorway and looked at something in the darkness on the floor. He shook his head and his shoulders sagged. But he had to move. He made a hard right turn through the doorway, staying close to the wall on the other side.

With Murphy out of the way, I saw what he’d been looking at. It was a pink tennis shoe, sized for a little girl of four or five. My heart sank.

I sidled up to the doorjamb. Across a formal dining room, a ten-foot-long fish tank divided the next room, probably a living room, leaving space on either end to move from room to room. The sounds of feeding were louder: grunting, tearing, and breathing through mouthfuls of wet flesh.

Russell whimpered.

What the fuck!

Russell was staring at the shoe. His whimpering grew louder.

All sounds from the other room stopped.

Feet shuffled.

Murphy was on the move to the end of the table to cover the far entrance. I aimed my rifle at the near entrance and waited.

Russell wailed.

Might as well get things moving. I yelled, “C’mon, fucktards!”

Footsteps.

An old man, not frail, but old, with white hair, white skin, rabid eyes, and clacking teeth rounded the fish tank and took nearly a whole step toward me before I pulled the trigger and sent him falling back. To my right, Murphy was on the move. Chairs scooted. A body hit the wall.

An old woman, plump and garishly dressed in a blinding, flowered tent of a dress stepped on her dying husband as she rounded the fish tank and came at me. Three bursts from my rifle, plus her momentum, left her sprawled at my feet, bleeding out a rapidly expanding pool of red.

The sound to my right stopped.

I glanced.

Murphy stood, ready. Breathing heavily, but ready.

No more movement in front. Still, Russell wailed louder with each passing second as he cradled the shoe in his hands.

I watched my end of the fish tank, waiting for another threat, but was surprised when a fifty-pound bag of sticks hit me from behind. Balanced as I was against a frontal assault, I went down, cursing my surprise as I hit the floor.

I brought an elbow around to smash my attacker in the skull before he had time to sink his teeth in. Through layers of thin skin, bone hit bone. Once, twice, then a miss.

Russell was suddenly above me, slapping and punching at my assailant.

I felt hot breath in my ear as strong, thin arms worked their way around my throat.

Murphy’s big voice yelled, “Damn it!”

A sickening crunch of wet bone vibrated through my head as my assailant’s head pushed hard against the back of mine. Then he went limp.

Russell still beat my attacker while I squirmed to roll it off of my back. I gathered my feet beneath me and looked down. It wasn’t a he, it was a she, a bony grade school girl with a bloody blouse and a vacant, dead stare.

Looking up, Murphy’s eyes were wide with concern.

“I’m okay,” I told him without an ounce of dignity in my voice. “Stop, Russell. Stop hitting her.”

Murphy was immediately back on alert, listening and looking in all directions.

Russell stopped beating, but fell to his knees and sobbed.

We waited there in the dining room for a good while, covering the entries in case anything else in the house should find us interesting. But nothing did. Afterwards, it took fifteen cautious minutes to search the sprawling house for others. It was empty. Nor were there any Whites on the lawn or in the empty lots next door. The isthmus was deserted.

We found ourselves back in the living room, on the other side of the fish tank, standing among the remains of five or six kids, probably the older couple’s grandchildren. Russell was on his knees among them, the tiny pink shoe still in his hands, crying like a father next to the body of his own lifeless daughter.

It was painful to see, so much so that I saw the glassiness of repressed tears in Murphy’s eyes. He’d murdered his first child just minutes before. Sure, he had been saving my life, but that just didn’t make it any fucking easier when a child’s dead eyes stared up at you from the floor, begging you for an answer to the question of why they couldn’t wake up from their nightmares. Why won’t the monsters go away? Please daddy… I’m so scared.

Breathe.

Breathe.

Move the feet.

Change the subject.

Look away.

Anything!

Murphy asked softly, “You think he lost his kids?”

“Maybe in that fire.”

“That would fuckin’ suck.”

“Yeah.” How hard would it be retain the full depth of human emotional pain while being completely incapable of understanding it? That was Russell’s burden, another measure of the virus’s cruelty.

Perhaps needing to redirect his attention as much as I, Murphy said, “I saw a gun safe in the library.”

“If it’s open, cool,” I said. “If not, I think we’re screwed.”

“You check that. I’m gonna go take care of some business, if you know what I mean. Then I’m going to see if I can raid grandpa’s toolbox. The guy had some serious tools in that workshop.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “That’ll make Dalhover happy. There aren’t many tools in Sarah’s house.”

“Nothing will ever make Dalhover happy.”

“Okay, do your business, then work on making Dalhover less unhappy. I’ll check the gun safe, then head upstairs and get the medicine cabinets. After, I’ll come back down and try to get Russell to help me with the pantry.”

“All right.” Murphy hurried off.

Before leaving Russell to wallow alone with his grief, I spotted a nice watch on the old man’s wrist. He wouldn’t need that anymore.

I went upstairs where most of the house’s bedrooms were located. I hurried through the rooms that appeared to have been used by the children visiting their grandparents. I stopped long enough to steal the pillowcases and backpacks. I dumped the contents of those on the beds without taking any time to look. No upside there. I also found three laptop computers and four cell phone chargers. Those weren’t at all necessary for our immediate survival needs, but could come in really handy in alleviating the inevitable boredom that was to come from being imprisoned in Sarah Mansfield’s house.

In the boat I stashed the laptops, two pillowcases full of over- and under-the-counter medications raided from the master bedroom, and a couple of his and hers revolvers from the nightstands by the bed. Next, I checked the gun safe. It had a combination lock and a formidable appearance. I scratched that off the list.

Back in the living room, I went through the children’s pants pockets and found their phones. Then I took Russell by the hand and nearly had to drag him away from the carnage to help me with the pantry. Once back in the kitchen, where he could see no bodies, he started to improve.

Five cases of bottled water were stacked in the back of the pantry. We didn’t need that at Sarah’s house, but one case was going to the boat as part of our emergency supply, to be left there. The rest would stay in the pantry as part of our supply at this safe house. I also set aside several shelves’ worth of canned food for the same purpose.

Russell and I filled pillowcases with canned soups, canned meats, olive oil, pasta, and boxes and boxes of wonderfully sugary breakfast cereals, the kind that kids love, exactly the kind that was absent from Sarah’s house. We made five trips to the boat to carry it all. Once done loading, it occurred to me that I hadn’t seen Murphy the whole time.

Damn it!

I should have noticed sooner.

I instructed Russell to stay close and quiet. Mostly, I just hoped he would. We hurried off in the direction of the garage. After passing through a large washroom, I stood in the doorway to the garage and workshop. There were no windows in the garage. It was pitch black. I shined my flashlight around, but saw nothing. “Murphy!”

Nothing.

“Murphy!”

I went in and searched around a partially assembled antique pickup, inside, underneath, and in the bed. Murphy was nowhere to be seen. There were tools scattered everywhere. He had to have been there.

A loud noise from somewhere outside panicked me.

I reversed direction in the dark garage, nearly running Russell over in the process, and headed back toward the laundry room door. I sprinted through the house, pausing at each window I passed, looking for movement outside.

I reached the kitchen in seconds that passed like agonizing minutes. Through the windows, I was able to see out to the boathouse. I spotted a dark figure standing at the stern of the pontoon boat. I immediately thought the worst and rushed through the back door with my weapon up, aimed at the shadowy figure.

Fear didn’t occur to me in that moment. I was in Null Spot mode. If Murphy needed help, I’d help. I ran around the pool and down the slope toward the boathouse.

Getting closer and closer, I slowed. All of the detail, previously obscured by darkness and distance, resolved. It was Murphy standing by the stern of the pontoon boat.

When he turned, his big grin shone like a beacon. “Oops.”

“Oops?” I asked.

“Yeah, man.” Murphy pointed to a big red box, five feet long and three feet wide, lying on the flat deck of the pontoon boat. “I was trying to roll this toolbox onto the pontoon boat.”

“What?”

“I was trying to—”

“Why?” I asked impatiently. “We have a boat.”

“I scrounged up all the good tools in the garage, but there were a lot of them, and you never know what you’re gonna need.”

“So you brought all of ‘em?” I asked.

“There were more in there,” Murphy answered defensively.

“And?” I asked, very deliberately looking at the heavy toolbox causing the boat to list slightly to stern.

Murphy looked from the box to me as though I was a little slow for not figuring it out already. “We’ll just take both boats back.”

My first instinct was to say no, to argue, but then I thought, why not? The pontoon boat wasn’t fast. But we didn’t need fast. If anything, the pontoon boat might be better for scavenging than the ski boat. With its long flat deck, it was kind of the water equivalent of a pickup truck. It made sense.

I pointed over to the ski boat and said, “I think Russell and I got enough food for three or four days, maybe more.” I checked the time on my new wristwatch.

“Nice watch,” Murphy complimented me.

“It’s kind of loose.” I fished a second big gold watch out of my pocket. “Here, I got one for you, too. The guy had a whole collection of them in his closet. One for every day.”

“Man, you know what this watch is worth?” Murphy asked.

“Does it matter anymore?” I asked.

“More than my car,” Murphy told me anyway.
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We’d planned to be back at Sarah’s house by midnight, but it was just after ten o’clock. So we went upriver to check out a second location on the south bank. We left the pontoon boat at the safe house, with plans to pick it up on the way back.

“I know I was the one who argued that Russell could be helpful in carrying stuff if we brought him along, but I think he’s too unpredictable.”

“Yeah, man,” Murphy nodded. “He’s a liability. You never know when he’s gonna sound off.”

“Nope.”

“Man, do you see that?” Murphy asked, tension suddenly in his voice.

“What…?” I slowed the boat. I peered into the darkness and was just able to make out a geometric shape on the river, maybe a half-mile ahead. It wasn’t an immediate danger. But it was out of the ordinary, and that was reason enough for caution.

Murphy stood and pulled his rifle up to the ready.

I looked at the shadows on first the right and then the left bank with ambush on my mind. There was nothing unusual, just the trees and the water.

When we’d halved the distance, I saw that the shape was a tourist boat with two decks made to resemble a riverboat from the eighteen hundreds. It was probably seventy or eighty feet long, with lots of space on two decks for a hundred tourists to eat fajitas, drink margaritas, and enjoy the sunsets. But it looked deserted.

Pointing at the boat, I said, “It’s not drifting. It must be anchored there.”

“That’s not a bad idea, man.” Murphy was giving it some thought. “The infected can’t get to you out in the middle of the river. I mean, I guess. They can’t swim, can they?”

“Don’t know.” I’d assumed that they couldn’t, but realized that that was the purest of assumptions. I hadn’t seen one swimming, and that was all of the supporting evidence I had.

“Swing wide around it,” Murphy said. “I wouldn’t get too close yet.”

“Yet?” I asked, navigating the ski boat closer to the north shore.

“Man, it could be a great place to get away from the Whites.”

As we got a clear view of the starboard side, we saw three ski boats tied off there. I grew very wary and stopped watching the shores, focusing instead on movement on the decks.

“You think there’s anybody alive on that boat?” Murphy asked.

Shaking my head, I said, “All I know is that I don’t like this one bit.” Not waiting for a response from Murphy, I pushed the throttle forward a little. I had a bad feeling about the derelict boat.

We were passing fifty or sixty feet off of the starboard side of the boat when Murphy said, “I think it’s deserted.”

“Murphy, if we were on that boat, we’d be hiding, right? We’d be doing our best to make it look deserted, right?”

“Exactly.”

“Exactly? That sounds like agreement, but I know it’s not.”

With the tourist boat behind us, but not yet at a safe distance, Murphy leaned over and pulled the throttle all the way back, leaving the boat to idle while the current sapped our momentum. “Either there’s nobody on the boat or there’s somebody.”

“Oh, Jesus,” I mocked. “And you call me professor.”

“Man, I’m just sayin’, if there were infected, we’d have seen them moving around.”

“Probably,” I nodded.

“If it was some kind of ambush, they would have shot us already.”

“Maybe.”

“If they were hostile, they probably would have been up there on the top deck, pointing guns and acting like assholes or something. So, it’s either empty, or there are some regular people up there hiding from us because they don’t know our intentions.”

“And?” I asked, prompting Murphy for a conclusion before our boat drifted too far back down the river.

“So it’s safe for us to go on the boat.”

“Look, Sherlock,” my tone heavy with sarcasm, “I don’t think those are all the possibilities. That boat looks like nothing but risk to me. I see every possibility of getting shot or chomped, and I don’t see any upside.”

“Man, it’s cool,” Murphy reassured. “Take the boat back over beside those others. “I’m gonna check it out.”

“It’s a bad idea, Murphy.”

“Take us over there.”

Murphy stood in the bow with a rope in his hand, ready to jump over to the lower deck of the pseudo-paddleboat when we got close. Having only driven a ski boat rarely, I was cautious in my approach, not wanting to bounce the bows together with enough force to damage anything. As much as I wondered what lay hidden behind the waist-high rails on both decks of the big boat, my attention was pulled back to driving the ski boat.

“Okay. Okay,” Murphy coaxed. “Another couple of feet.”

“Don’t come any closer,” a female voice commanded out of the darkness.
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Startled, I fumbled with the throttle as my eyes darted around for the source of the voice. I accidentally pushed it forward. The engine revved, and a second later the ski boat glanced off the big boat. In the collision, momentum carried Murphy over the bow and he landed roughly against the railing that went all the way around the lower deck. The ski boat drifted back out, leaving a cursing Murphy hanging on the rail with his feet dangling in the water.

“You let go of that rail!” the female voice commanded urgently.

Above, over the second deck railing, I saw the silhouettes of three heads, and more importantly, I saw the long barrel of a rifle, angling down toward Murphy.

“Hey, hey!” I shouted.

Russell was suddenly on his feet beside me.

What the hell was he doing?

“I can’t swim!” Murphy hollered to anyone who would listen.

“You should have thought about that before you jumped on our boat,” the woman replied.

“I fell!” Murphy yelled back.

“Be cool!” I hollered to the people on the boat. “Just let me come back over and get him.” I steered the slow-moving ski boat toward Murphy.

The heads appeared to be conferring.

“Look,” I said, “we thought the boat was deserted. We don’t mean any harm.”

“If you guys try to get on, I’ll shoot.”

You guys?

I looked over at Russell and calmly said, “Russell, sit down, please.” I put a hand on his shoulder and guided him into the seat beside mine. I called back up, “We’re not trying to jump on your boat.”

“Yet, there’s your boy, hanging from the rail,” the voice replied.

“His boy?” Murphy’s tone suggested that he was offended by that.

Making my voice as smooth as possible, I pleaded with her. “We don’t want to hurt you. We thought the boat was deserted. Just let me get Murphy off of the boat and we’ll go, if that’s what you want. You don’t need to be afraid of us.”

“You’re all infected,” she said. “I can see that from here.”

The ski boat’s bow bumped the hull of the riverboat next to Murphy, and he danced his legs in the air until he managed to get one into our boat.

“Yeah,” I called back up, “we are, but we’re not like the other infected.” I got a little exasperated. “Hell, that much should be obvious just because we’re talking.”

Murphy hauled himself into our boat and as soon as he was all the way in, I reversed the boat and backed away to a distance of ten feet or so.

Then, with the engine idling, I asked, “You okay, Murphy?”

“Man, I’m fine,” Murphy grinned sheepishly, “as long as Crazy Bitch don’t shoot me.”

“Be nice,” the girl said, in a normal tone of voice.

“Be nice?” I laughed. “You were gonna shoot us a second ago.”

“You’re off of our boat now,” she answered.

Murphy said, “Man, let’s get out of here.”

“Hold on a sec,” I said. I called up to the girl, “Now that we’re back on our own boat, can we talk for minute?”

“As long as you keep your distance,” was the answer.

Great. What did I want to ask? “Look, we’re staying at a place downriver and we’ll probably be coming this way to look for food and stuff. Do I need to worry about you shooting us every time we pass by?”

Conferring again. “Just don’t get too close.”

“If you don’t want me to, I won’t,” I assured them.

Then, another voice, a younger voice blurted out, “Why do you guys look infected, but act normal?”

Harsh, muffled words followed between them.

“We’re slow burns,” I answered. “We got infected but then we got better. Are you all immune? Do you know?”

“Slow burns?” Another female voice asked.

Well, that answered that question; they were all three girls.

“That’s just what they called us. We have a higher temperature than normal. Obviously we’re white. Well, except for Murphy, he prefers mocha frost. Besides that, we’re normal.”

“How many of you are there?” a girl asked.

“Don’t tell ‘em,” Murphy whispered.

“There are six of us,” I answered.

“Are they all like you?” she asked.

“No,” I answered, “the others are normal. They’re immune.”

“Immune?” There was excitement in the voice. “How do you know?”

“One’s a nurse. They were at the hospital until…until… Well. They’re with us now.”

“Until what?” the voice was suspicious.

“The hospital was overrun.” I paused and said, “Hey, my name is Zed. That’s Murphy there in the bow and this is Russell here beside me, but Russell doesn’t talk. Why don’t you at least tell me your names so I know who I’m talking to?”

The girl with the rifle stood up. “My name is Amy. This is Brittany and Megan.”

It was hard to make out their features in the darkness, but Brittany and Megan were shorter. They had higher pitched voices. I guessed they were in junior high or grade school.

“Null Spot,” Murphy scolded me in a low voice.

“Dude, chill,” I told him.

The girls had to be alone. If not, why send a woman and two young girls to defend the boat? They had to be poorly armed. Again, why send one hunting rifle against two heavily armed men?

“Are you guys okay?” I asked in a voice that showed sincere concern.

There was a hesitation, but in a voice that belied the truth, Amy answered, “We’re fine.”

“They’re not fine,” Murphy whispered, suddenly concerned.

“I know,” I told him.

“What are you saying?” Amy asked.

I answered, “We don’t think you’re fine. It’s just the three of you, right?”

Another pause and Amy answered, “No.”

“Yeah,” I answered with just enough sarcasm to let her know that I didn’t believe her. “We just scavenged some stuff from a house downriver. We’ve got some food and some bottled water. You guys can have some if you need it.”

I looked at Murphy, ready to defend my choice, but his face showed me that he agreed. He must have come to the same conclusion as me. The girls weren’t doing well.

The three conferred for a moment.

I called over, “We can pull alongside and put the stuff on the deck and pull away. We have a case of bottled water we don’t need. We saw some bodies floating in the river. It’s probably not safe to drink the river water.”

“We boil it,” Brittany answered.

“Good,” I said. “Do you have any food?”

“If you have some you don’t need,” Amy answered.

“Well, I wouldn’t say that,” I answered, “but we could spare a few bags. A lot of it’s canned. Do you have a can opener?”

“There’s a galley in the back of the boat. Yeah, probably.”

“Good. Can I pull alongside and put the stuff on?”

“Yes,” Amy answered, “but don’t get on the boat.”

It took a minute to maneuver the boat over. Once there, Murphy moved the case of bottled water and a few pillowcases full of groceries over to the big boat. As he finished up, I picked up one of the revolvers I found at the safe house and handed it to him. “Give ‘em that, too.”

“What?”

“They only have the one gun,” I told him. “We can get more.”

Murphy grudgingly took the revolver and laid it on the deck, along with a box of bullets.

When I pulled the boat away, one of the girls disappeared from above and reappeared on the bottom deck.

“We left you a gun and some ammo,” I called across the water. “You need more than one gun.”

“Thank you,” Amy said, with deep sincerity.

The other girls thanked us as well.

“I’m curious about how the boat thing is working out for you, but maybe we can stop back by tomorrow night. I don’t want to overstay our welcome tonight.”

“Yes,” Amy said. “You guys can stop back by tomorrow.”

“Cool,” I responded. “Oh, one quick thing. Do you know if the infected can swim? Have they been able to get to you in the boat?”

“No,” Amy answered, “they can’t get to us here. They come to the banks when they see us, but they never come out into the water.”

“Listen,” I said. “You know the movie star, Sarah Mansfield?”

Of course, all of the girls did.

Megan said, “She has a big house down the river. My dad showed it to me when we were skiing last summer.”

“Cool,” I answered. “That’s where we’re staying. I’ll make a deal with you, if you’re interested.”

“What’s that?” Amy asked, cautious again.

“We’ve got plenty of room down there. If you guys get in trouble and need to get out of here, you can come down.”

“How do we get up there?” Megan asked. “It’s way up on the cliff.”

“There’s eight or nine mansions right down on the water on that side of the river. A little ways past the last one on the left is a boathouse. Just come there.”

“How will you know we’re there?” Amy asked.

“Security cameras,” I answered.

“You said a deal,” Amy said. “What do you want from us?”

“Pretty much the same thing,” I answered. “If we get in trouble and have to bail out in a hurry, can we come here?”

Brittany was back on the top deck and the three of them deliberated for a moment. She answered, “It’ll probably be okay.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Well, Amy, Brittany, Megan, it was good to meet you guys. I think we need to get back before they get too worried about us.”

The girls thanked us across the water as I turned the boat around and headed downriver with the current.

With the tourist boat shrinking in the distance behind us, Murphy came over and stood on the deck between where Russell and I sat. “That was a good thing you did, Null Spot. It was the right thing to do.”

I smiled and nodded, hoping that he was right.
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At first, I thought it was thunder. But the sky was still clear. The wind hadn’t changed direction. Nothing was different. It was just another hot, mosquito-filled Texas night. But the rumble grew louder the further we went downriver.

Russell was growing agitated in the back of the boat. Murphy was looking up at the mountain crests on the north side of the river with worry furrowing his face.

“That can’t all be gunfire, can it?” I asked him.

Murphy slowly nodded. “It’s over in west Austin somewhere. I’m betting Camp Mabry. Sounds like they’re shooting everything they’ve got.”

“I’m glad I’m not a White over there right now.”

Murphy shook his head. “I’m just glad I’m not over there right now.”

“That’s all machine guns and grenades and stuff?”

“Yep.” Murphy was nodding again.

“I can’t even imagine how many Whites they must be slaughtering with all that.”

Murphy stood and looked off into the darkness. “I can’t imagine how many Whites are attacking them if they’re still shooting.”

“Fuck,” I muttered, as the realization of that sank in.

Murphy looked down at me with a request forming on his lips, but it didn’t need completion. I throttled forward. Noise be damned, and get the pontoon boat another night. Shit was going down. There was no time to waste.

The miles disappeared in a hurry as the ski boat slid over the smooth water. We skipped the drift phase and motored right into the boathouse. After docking, we ran up the tunnel with several pillowcases full of groceries and the extra revolver. When we exited the elevator in Sarah’s basement, Steph was waiting for us with a poker face, but with dread in her eyes.

“What’s the story?” I asked.

“Sergeant Dalhover and Mandi are on the roof—” Steph started.

“What are they doing there?” I interrupted.

“Listening.” Steph was terse.

Murphy asked, “What’s going on?”

Steph gave Murphy a stern look. “You take the video room. We don’t know yet what’s happening, but you know as well as I do that it’s big. Zed, all of the steel doors have been rolled down over the windows and the patio. We’re secure, but you take Russell and check every window and every door. Double-check the garage.”

“But we haven’t been out there,” I protested.

“Doesn’t matter,” she told me. “Double-check them all. Do it now.”

“Yes, ma’am.” That grated on me. I hated being told what to do. But she was the boss. And she was right about the double-checking. I ran toward the stairs.

“When you finish up here, go back down and double-check the boathouse.”

“Do you want us to bring up the rest of the groceries on our way back?” I asked.

Steph was surprised. “There’s more?”

I pointed to the pillowcases we’d laid by the wall. “That much and a little more.”

“Bring what you can, then come to the roof. That’s where the rest of us will be.” She turned to Murphy. “I’ll send Mandi down once we get upstairs.” Then she looked at all of us. “Stick together. Stay in your buddy pairs until this blows over. Now go.”

Murphy went to the video room. Steph headed for the elevator, and Russell and I ran up the stairs.

It took maybe thirty minutes to check all the windows, the garage doors, and the boathouse. It was a big house, but everything was as buttoned up as it could be. We were secure.

Russell and I got off the elevator on the roof to see Steph and Dalhover leaning on the rail looking east toward the sound. I looked too and saw nothing but trees.

“It’s all secure,” I told them I as I walked up.

“Thank you, Zed. Double-checking all of the windows makes us more secure, you understand that right?”

“Of course,” I answered. “Mistakes are paid in blood.”

Both Steph and Dalhover gave me an odd look.

I shrugged, but didn’t think it needed explaining.

Steph said, “You’re right. We can’t afford to make any mistakes.”

“Murphy thinks there’s a battle over at Camp Mabry,” I said, diverting back to the salient issue.

“Yeah,” Dalhover agreed.

Steph pointed east over the trees. “We’ve seen flashes from explosions over there. Sergeant Dalhover doesn’t think they’re far away.”

“Yeah,” I said, “Camp Mabry is only a couple of miles that way. It sounds intense. Do you think that maybe the Army is finally here?”

Dalhover shook his head and looked back out into the night.

I didn’t pursue the point. I knew it had been a stupid question to ask.

“It sounds like it’s slowing down to me. But it doesn’t look like we’re not going to learn anything up here that we can’t learn from downstairs,” Steph said. “All we’re doing is exposing ourselves to stray bullets, even if we are out of their effective range. Sergeant, what do you think?

“Can’t see dick up here,” Dalhover answered.

Steph pointed toward the door. “Let’s go down to the video room.”

So we all trooped down to the video room.

When we got there, Murphy and Mandi were sharing cold Pop Tarts. It didn’t take much more than the smell of the sugar and the crinkle of a foil wrapper to tempt the rest of us to join in. After several days of perfectly healthy veggies, the Pop Tarts were delicious.

Steph spoke first. “Sergeant Dalhover, what are your thoughts?”

Dalhover spent a minute collecting those thoughts before he answered. “I’d say there’s a pretty good force over at Camp Mabry. National Guard. Maybe some regular Army. Maybe some civilians. Probably hiding out there the same way we were at the hospital.”

He paused for a long time.

“With the same result?” I added.

Everybody silently looked at me.

Uncomfortable moments stretched through the silence.

“Looks that way,” Dalhover finally confirmed.

Steph asked, “Why do you think there are so many infected?”

Dalhover shook his head. “Don’t know. Maybe it’s the bunch from the hospital. Maybe it’s the bunch from the farm. Maybe the guys just started shooting at some Whites and didn’t stop soon enough, so everyone on this side of town came running. Maybe the Smart Ones found ‘em.”

“Any other guesses?” Steph asked.

There weren’t any.

“Are we in danger?” Mandi asked.

Murphy put a hand on her shoulder, but didn’t say anything one way or the other.

“We don’t know, Mandi,” Steph told her, “but we’re going to play it safe. Tonight, we’ll keep watch in pairs.” She looked at me and then Murphy. “You guys have been out doing your job. Sergeant Dalhover and I will take the first watch.”

While Steph was looking at each of us for questions, I said, “I think we should all stay down here tonight. Close. We can sleep in the recliners in the theater.”

“I can do that,” Murphy said. “Those things are comfortable.”

“We should probably keep a bug-out pack close too,” I added. “Just in case.”

“Hide and run,” Steph confirmed. “That’s our strategy. I agree.”

“Wait,” Murphy’s tone got everyone’s instant attention. He pointed up at one of the screens.

Three people were running across the road; two soldiers and a civilian. It took half a second to extrapolate their path through the trees, onto the dirt road, and right at our walls.

I did a quick check of my rifle, pistol, and machete and was stepping toward the door while asking, “Are we going to bring them in?”

There was a pause. Dalhover looked at Steph. Murphy looked at me. Mandi looked worried. Russell followed me over to the door.

“Somebody open the gate when they come to it,” I said. “Don’t let ‘em through the second gate until I’m there.”

“No,” Steph said, suddenly past her indecision. “Don’t go alone. Mandi, you stay here and watch the monitors. The rest of us will go. Let’s not take any chances.”
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We spread out in a semicircle around the end of the driveway, where the gate would slide open. I was by the wall, with Russell standing too close. I had my machete and pistol at the ready. Murphy stood away from the door and would likely be the first one the soldiers saw once the door slid open. Dalhover was off to Murphy’s other side, and Steph was opposite me with the door opener in her hand.

The howling of Whites in the trees was noticeable. They weren’t there when we left the video room, and with no way to communicate with Mandi, we had no idea how many were out there. It was more than a handful and less than a few dozen. In the distance though, there were hundreds. Their vocalizations were starting to overwhelm the sounds of battle, which were decreasing significantly. What did that mean?

So we stood there, not knowing for sure what was beyond the door. Had Mandi opened the outside gate for the soldiers, only to have them chased in by a mob of Whites? We should have left the decision to open the interior gate in her hands. At this point, she was the only one who knew what was beyond.

That’s what I was thinking when Steph raised the opener and very dramatically pressed the button. The gate’s opening mechanism clanged and the tall steel gate lurched.

Murphy readied himself in front of the gap. I hefted the machete.

“Hello,” Steph called a greeting, barely audible over the sound of the rolling gate.

When the gap created by the opening gate was maybe eighteen inches wide, it became time to pay a bloody price for another mistake. But I didn’t think about that until later.

A gun went off.

In the microseconds that it took to be surprised and process the sound, Murphy’s head snapped hard to the right and he seemed to have lost his balance. There was blood in the air. He was falling.

Dalhover cursed.

My mood flipped from caution to blinding, white-hot rage.

Two hands, holding a pistol out in front, policeman-style, pushed through the gap in the gate and without the tiniest hint of hesitation, I swung my machete in a big arc over my head and chopped across both wrists.

A severed hand and a pistol spun off toward Steph.

A man shrieked.

The other hand dangled from a forearm on ragged tendons. Blood spewed.

The gate stopped and reversed as I dropped my Glock and machete and pulled my M-4 up to maximize my killing power, because it was time to do some killing. In half a second I was pushing my rifle barrel through the shrinking gap and pointing it at a handless, screaming man on the ground beneath a fountain of his own blood.

Steph’s voice was screaming, too, not in panic, but in harsh orders. The words didn’t process and I didn’t care. Only the trigger and the soon-to-be-dead man mattered to me. Just as I pulled the trigger, my rifle jerked hard upward and I sent three rounds over the wall.

“God damn it!” I raged.

Before I even knew what was happening, Dalhover had my rifle pushed back against my chest and pointed at the sky, while pinning me against the cinder block abutment where the gate closed. His eyes were hard to match for the blaze in mine.

The gate clanged shut.

“What the fuck!” I screamed at Dalhover.

With hands like stone and an expressionless statue face, he didn’t respond.

How could that skinny fucker be so strong?

My hands were shaking, I was so angry. But I fought to control the rage. Without that control, Dalhover wasn’t going to let go of me. And if Dalhover didn’t let go of me in those next few seconds, things were going to get very ugly.

Over Dalhover’s shoulder, I saw Steph kneeling at Murphy’s side. Her hands immediately went to work at his head. I had to get over there.

“Let me go,” I told Dalhover, in as calm a tone as I could muster.

He waited a few seconds before releasing me, using those seconds to reassure me that he was in control. But he let go and stepped out of my way.

I was immediately on my knees on Murphy’s other side.

“Cover that gate!” Steph ordered Dalhover, pressing a cloth to the side of Murphy’s head.

Murphy was breathing. His eyes were open, but didn’t appear to see anything. His left arm was busy trying to do something repetitive.

I felt helpless.




End
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