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Foreword

Let’s start with a thanks, a pre-apology, and some apologies.

Fellow Longhorns, thanks for being cool about all the liberties I took with the UT campus in Slow Burn: Book One. I’ll continue the abuse here.

Texas (you’ll see which parts), gosh, I’m kinda leaving the place in a mess. Sorry about that.

Gun owners and enthusiasts. Okay, it’s obvious now that I don’t know anything about guns. I really did try to learn by watching hundreds of YouTube videos. Thank you, everyone who said something about my weapon faux pas (what’s the plural of faux pas?). There were things I got wrong, and most of the feedback was constructive and some of it very helpful. That inspired a few pages in the book. You’ll see when you get there.

Prior to writing book one, I gave some thought to the question of who I knew that I could ask about the gun thing. My only previous experience with guns was minimal. I earned a pretty high level of marksman thingies with a .22 caliber rifle when I was in the scouts. I even owned a .22 caliber target pistol some years ago. But I never used it, so I eventually traded for a bicycle.

As I’m writing this, I now recall that my ex-wife’s boyfriend is very knowledgeable, and even showed me his AK-47 once. No, not like that! It was oddly thrilling to feel the weight of it in my hand and look down the barrel and know what kind of power it possessed. If he has the time, I’ll try and get him to look over this book prior to publication. If not, please forgive me, I’ll get a gun guy/girl involved a little earlier in the process next time. But feel free to jump on my Facebook page and let me know where I’ve got it completely wrong.

One of my fiancée’s best friends was in the military and so was her husband. I thought about asking him to review my characters’ gun usage but we had a bit of a tiff on Facebook a year or two ago. It ended with him telling me I was a pompous troll. I can see how some folks might see my writing as pompous (in social media, anyway) from time to time but I didn’t agree with the troll thing. Anyway, the fiancée’s friend is one of those people who takes wonderful photographs and always has something positive to say. I honestly don’t know the husband at all, aside from our Facebook exchange. So when I considered checking my gun facts through him, I wondered, would he purposefully lead me astray? I might end up writing something like, “Murphy changed the oil filter in his Glock because everybody knows that if you don’t do that and refresh the injector polarity then the fringleshmank gets inverted and you risk an upsurge backfire.” Which you’ve got to admit, if published, would be freakin’ funny. But in the end, I didn’t feel comfortable making the request given how we ended our last conversation.

It’s unfortunate, and underscores one thing that I’ll get on a soapbox about. We’re all guilty of saying things, especially on social media, that hurt one another, that leave scars, and damage relationships. As I stumble over my mistakes in this area, I’m coming to realize that relationships with good people are precious things that should not be taken lightly. They are never worth risking for the sake of being right about some triviality that won’t be remembered a month or a year from now.

On a technical note, I’ve read a lot of series over the years and, a common technique at the beginning of all but the first book is to wrap a bit of a recap into the story to catch readers up with where everything left off. I always find that kind of irritating because I want to get right into the story that I’ve been anxiously waiting for. I don’t want to figure out which pages I have to skip. So I haven’t done that with this book. If all of you out there feel differently, let me know. If I’m in the overwhelming minority, then I’ll weave in a recap going forward.

Another technical note. Some of the characters use their phones to text one another. I considered making those texts life-like. I chose not to. The text-speak language is rapidly changing and always has been. If this book is being read 5 or 10 years from now, I don’t want those sections to use so many out-of-fashion abbreviations that they become indecipherable. So I treat the text messages with the same grammar rules that I use on conversations. I’ll let the characters speak colloquially, with poor grammar. I’ll leave some LOLs and some OMGs, but not much else.

Then there’s the ambiguity. Kat and I met an elderly woman at an arts & crafts show in Houston about three years ago. The woman’s son had, a few months previously, bought her a smartphone and had taught her how to text. She told us that she thought LOL meant Lots of Love rather than Laugh Out Loud, so she’d end all of her text message conversations with LOL. All was fine with that until she passed along her condolences to a friend whose mother had died. LOL.

On the proofreading and the timeline: If there are any proofreading errors, missed words, or inappropriate punctuations, please blame me, not my editors and proofreaders. My September release date was a little ambitious for Book 2. At the end, it put the editors and proofreaders under a heavy time crunch to meet a September 30th deadline. So readers, please accept my apologies on that one. If anything particularly peeves you and you feel compelled to rid the world of bad grammar one error at a time, go to my Facebook page and leave me a note. I’ll include the update when I publish a revised edition.

Of course, no book would be complete without an acknowledgement of some sort. Thank you Tanya Soans. Tanya is one of those dedicated folks you see on TV every summer, fighting wildfires on our mountains and in our forests. She very patiently answered about a thousand fire  - related questions. If it turns out that I got it all wrong, then I’ll take the blame for that. She proves she knows what she’s doing every day.

I’d like to thank Dusty Duffield, who spent a good long while in Iraq, not in a military role but certainly around the military quite a bit, for some insight into military equipment. Also a big thanks for kicking around some ideas and providing some on the plot and direction of the book.

On Book 3, I'll shoot for the end of November, but I'll promise the end of December. That'll give us an extra month if we need it.

Finally, thank you so much for picking up a copy of Slow Burn: Infected. I hope I’ve written a story that keeps you riveted to the page, emotionally involves you, and makes you think about some of the characters’ dilemmas in the larger context of the world we’re all actively involved in building every day. But let’s be honest—mostly I hope you like it enough to read the next book in the series.

I’m really starting to like some of the characters in the story and I really enjoyed writing it. Enjoy reading! If you do, please feel free to share that with your friends. If not, please feel free to keep it to yourself. ;-) …although constructive criticism is always appreciated.

On to the story!

Bobby

 




Chapter 1

Mid-afternoon in August is not a pleasant time to be outdoors in central Texas. The sun scorches anything foolish enough to leave the shadows and risk its wrath. Humid air flows north off of the gulf and heats to an angry, gaseous broth, in league with the sun to punish any soul it catches outdoors.

Every patch of unirrigated grass gets baked to crisp hues of tan and brown. Every concrete sidewalk and stretch of bleached asphalt shimmers radiated heat.

And, as if adding a million mindless infected to Austin’s empty streets wasn’t enough to make August suck more than usual, the smoke and ash from the fires devouring east Austin tainted the hot air. Great gray columns of smoke rose a thousand feet into the sky, boasting of destruction before drifting to the northeast.

Jerome spoke quietly, “We need to go somewhere and talk.”

Staying in the shadow of the ROTC building as we walked away from the dorm, Murphy said, “There’s nothing to talk about. I told you guys what I’m going to do—go find my mom and sister. Come if you want. Stay if you don’t. I don’t really give a shit.”

One of the things I’d learned about Murphy was that he had the ability to tell you he didn’t give a shit in a way that didn’t leave you offended. But that was irrelevant to my mood. I was already livid over getting evicted by Mark and his ROTC boys, and I needed to make a choice: go with Murphy, squat in a shadow across the quad from the dorm and think about revenge, or some other thing I hadn’t thought of yet. Long experience told me that choosing while angry, more often than not, led to bad outcomes. But that never stopped me from doing it anyway.

I continued walking. “I’m going with Murphy.”

Jerome was miffed. “How can you just walk away? Mark and those guys hate us. They kicked us out of our own dorm for…for…”

“For being white?” Murphy laughed.

“For being infected,” Jerome answered, weakly.

So Jerome was seething as well. It seemed only Murphy could smile and let the eviction roll off of his back.

Not me. Oft times, anger was all I had, my sole defining characteristic. It clung to me like an insecure girlfriend, and I put as little effort into sloughing it off. Perhaps I could learn from Murphy.

Jerome sulked, but came along.

We followed a wide concrete staircase down past the east fountain, skirted along a tall wall to keep out of sight of our old dormitory, and turned left past the drama department. If the ROTC guys had entertained any ideas of taking a shot at us as we left, they’d lost their chance.

Long minutes in the debilitating heat ticked by and took the edge off of my anger. We walked on a winding, shaded sidewalk that followed Waller Creek’s course north.

“That Mark guy was nuts,” I finally said.

“Yeah,” Murphy agreed.

Numerous infected squatted in the shadows of the trees and the bushes all along the creek. I lowered my voice, “You saved us back there, Murphy.”

“I know.”

“How did you know what was going to happen?”

“That things were going to go down the way they did?”

“Yeah.”

“Zed, I didn’t. I just got a bad vibe from those dudes. That’s one of the reasons I didn’t want to waste any time getting out of there today. That’s why I went to Wilkins’ meeting geared up. When I saw things starting to turn in the wrong direction, I took a chance while everybody was watching Mark and Wilkins go at each other.”

“It worked.” A few steps later, I added, “I wonder if this is how it’s going to be now.”

Murphy asked, “What?”

“I don’t know. I feel like a drama queen when I say it. But it seems like every time I turn around, I’m on the verge of getting killed by something.”

“Is that why you’re so stressed out?” Murphy asked.

I stopped and gestured at the world around us. “Really?”

Murphy stopped and looked at me. “Yeah, that was a stupid thing to say. If we’re not careful, we may need to go see a shrink one day. Heh, heh, heh.”

“What’s up with that laugh? Did you have a favorite cartoon character or something that laughed like that?” I asked.

“No, man, that’s just my laugh. Heh, heh, heh.”

Jerome came up and positioned himself in the middle of the wide sidewalk, with Murphy and me on either side. He looked around cautiously, but kept his mouth pinched shut, so that we’d know he was still pouting.

The ringing of a telephone caught everyone’s attention.

Murphy looked at me with a question on his face.

I had no phone. I looked around.

A moment later, it rang again.

All of the infected within earshot showed an interest.

On the third ring I identified a scatter of shredded, bloody remains by a building a short distance away.

The infected were on their feet and looking for the source of the sound.

“We should go,” Murphy whispered.

Jerome shuffled nervously. I nodded up the path and we moved away.

On the fourth ring, the infected swarmed over the clothes and bones.

The phone didn’t ring again.

Once we got thirty or forty feet away, I had a change of mind and announced, “I’m going to go back for the phone.”

Jerome shook his head, “When the networks go down, that phone won’t be worth anything.”

“They’re not down yet,” I hissed. “Murphy, do you mind waiting a few minutes? Once the infected calm down a bit and start to disperse, I’ll go over and find the phone.”

Murphy made a show of looking at a watch that wasn’t on his wrist. “Cool, man, just don’t take too long. I’m gonna head up the trail and see what I can see.”

Jerome said, “I’m going with Murphy.”

“Don’t go too far,” I told them.

“No sweat,” said Murphy.

I watched the infected rip through the clothes looking for something to eat. Keys jangled out. A billfold hit the ground. A pair of torn jeans was cast aside and out of those jeans, a cell phone flew in a long arc.

Crap.

It landed in the grass and bounced.

Opportunity?

Keeping an eye on the squabbling infected, I walked over, picked up the phone, and quickly put some distance between them and me.

A half block away, I came across a shaded bench along the trail.

I sat down and examined the phone. It was the same brand of smartphone that I had before the police emptied my pockets during my arrest earlier in the week. I turned off the ringer. The infected had damaged brains, but they weren’t so damaged that they didn’t know which sounds to associate with people, with food. I checked the battery. It still had most of a charge.

I recalled the number that Felicity had given me for Amber’s phone the day before. Or was it two days before? So much was happening so fast that I was losing track. I opened up a text message window.

Me: This is Zed

I only had to wait a moment.

Amber: Zed…sorry.

Me: Nothing to be sorry for.

Amber: You saved our lives. I didn’t know what to do.

Me: NP. I won’t hold it against you. You did the right thing. Staying there is safer for you.

Amber: I’m worried. Mark frightens me.

Me: That was some crazy shit but your chances are better if you stay together than if you split up. Wilkins is a solid guy. He’ll keep Mark’s crazy ass in line. Stick with him if anything happens.

Amber: Okay

Me: You have weapons and food enough to last a good long while but feel free to text me if you run short of anything. I don’t know if I’ll be able to help but I may. I have a lot more freedom of movement than you guys do.

Amber: You’re a good man Zed : )

Me: I have to go. The guys are waiting on me. I’ll try and find a charger for this phone. Keep in touch, if you want to.

Amber: I do.

Me: Me too.

Amber: Be careful out there. Please stay safe.

Me: Safe is my middle name.

Amber: LOL! I KNOW that’s not true.

Me: Gotta go. Bye.

Amber: Bye.

Stay safe? I hoped.




Chapter 2

When I caught up with the guys, I said, “There’s a University co-op up on the north side of campus.”

“You want to go shopping?” Murphy asked, letting his surprise reveal how bad he thought the idea was.

I said, “I keep getting ignored when I bring this up, but I need a computer and a flash drive.”

Both Jerome and Murphy made a point of ignoring what I’d just said.

I told them, “It’s only a block or two out of our way. It’ll take a few extra minutes.”

“Fine,” Murphy said. “It’s probably a good idea, but don’t be asking me to stop at an internet café along the way. You can have all the time online that you want after we get to my mom’s house.”

“I think it’s a waste of time,” Jerome butted in. “We probably won’t live long enough to run out of food, or electricity, or anything important.”

“Oh, you’ll live,” Murphy said. “I have no doubt.”

“Really?” Jerome asked, real curiosity in his voice. “What makes you think I’ll last?”

“Because you’re a pussy!” Murphy’s big laugh caught the attention of every infected in sight.

I shushed them both as I looked around. All of the infected were staring, but none were yet moving.

We walked the next block in silence and the infected along the way lost interest. I stepped out ahead of the guys and made a left turn onto the cross street that would take us to the co-op.

Through clenched teeth, Jerome told Murphy, “I am not a pussy.”

Murphy asked quietly, “Oh? Who went out to get the guns while the other one sat in the room?”

“It wasn’t like that,” Jerome responded.

“It sounded like that when Zed told me about it. Did I miss something?”

Jerome said nothing.

“So I didn’t miss anything,” Murphy continued. “Let me ask you, did you help Zed rescue those sorority chicks that were stuck in the other dorm?”

“They weren’t sorority chicks,” Jerome corrected.

“Are you saying that you did help rescue those chicks?”

“I didn’t say that.”

We walked another half a block in silence before Murphy added, “Sounds like you’re a pussy.”

Jerome shot Murphy a withering look and hurried ahead.

I shrugged.

Murphy grinned.

Another block passed and Murphy said, “Man, I didn’t thank you for getting me away from the jail after we busted out.”

“I think you did. Besides, we helped each other that day.”

“How’s that?”

“You know.”

“No.”

“You know,” I repeated. “When we were crossing the street when Earl got shot. I froze. You pushed me across. You probably saved me from getting shot, too.”

“Man, you were just in my way.”

“Whatever.”

Sweating heavily in the heat, we reached the university building across the street from the co-op and came to a stop in a shady spot behind a limestone block wall. I knelt down behind the short wall and scanned the broad intersection.

Two military Humvees sat in the middle of the intersection, empty. Bodies lay strewn about at random angles all over the asphalt, on the curbs, in the surrounding lawns, and in the parking lots.

“I guess there was a battle here,” I said.

“Do you think those Humvees have the keys in them?” Jerome asked.

That was the question on my mind as well.

Murphy said, “Humvees don’t have keys, dumbass.”

“I’m not a dumbass.” Jerome was irritated and probably regretting his decision to come along with us.

Murphy asked, “Did you lie about being a CDC scientist, when you really just owned a sub shop five blocks away?”

“That doesn’t make me a dumbass,” Jerome told him.

“No, but it does make you a pussy,” Murphy snickered.

Jerome fumed, “I’m not walking all the way across town in this heat. I am not a pussy. I’m getting a Humvee.” Jerome stepped out from behind the wall and with a determined look on his face, made his way through the maze of the dead toward the middle of the intersection.

“The infected don’t care if you step on them,” Murphy called to him.

“Quiet,” I told Murphy. “I’m not saying that Jerome doesn’t deserve it, but lighten up on him a bit.”

As Jerome neared the Humvees he slowed and glanced around.

To Murphy, I said, “I don’t know if driving is a good idea.”

Murphy said, “Those are up-armored Humvees. They’re a lot more durable than that Toyota you totaled.”

“Okay.” I didn’t really agree, but I didn’t want to disagree either. I had no desire to walk six or seven miles in the heat, especially not knowing what dangers awaited us.

After a few moments of watching Jerome, Murphy looked back and forth across the wide intersection and said, “I don’t like this.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Look around, man.”

“Yeah?”

“All those bodies lying around. Where are the dead soldiers?”

I looked. I didn’t see a single uniform. “Maybe they all got infected and wandered off.”

“All of them? Wouldn’t at least some of them have gotten killed? I mean, look how many dead infected are out there.”

“It’s a mystery,” I said, dismissively.

Jerome arrived at the nearest of the two Humvees, opened the driver’s side door, and peered inside.

“And those doors will keep out the infected?” I asked.

“Unless they have a rocket launcher,” Murphy answered.

“So driving one of those might really work out for us?”

“Depends.”

“On what?” I asked.

Murphy answered, “What are you going to do when you get to where you’re going and your Humvee is being swarmed by frenzied infected?”

“I don’t know. I suppose we could just wait for them to get bored and wander away. They eventually do.”

“So we wouldn’t want to use it for short trips,” said Murphy.

“No, I guess not.”

Movement from the opposite corner across the intersection caught our attention.

Two soldiers in gas masks stepped out of some bushes and moved cautiously toward the Humvee into which Jerome was leaning. From Jerome’s position, his view of them was blocked by the other Humvee.

“MOPP gear,” said Murphy, softly.

“Mop?”

“The military protective gear. The gas masks, hoods, gloves, and stuff.”

“Oh.”

“That’s why they’re not infected, but it doesn’t explain why they weren’t killed by the infected, like everybody else.”

“They may be able to help us,” I said, as I started to stand, but Murphy put a restraining hand on my shoulder.

“What?” That annoyed me.

Murphy put a finger to his lips and shook his head. He hoisted his weapon.

I didn’t know what to think. I couldn’t see the danger he saw. What danger could there be? This was the Army. They’d been only six blocks from the dorm the whole time, and doing fine against the infected. Things weren’t as bad as Wilkins and crazy Mark thought they were.

The soldiers came up on Jerome from behind and startled him. One of the soldiers said something harsh, but with the distance, I couldn’t make it out.

Jerome stiffened, dropped his weapon, and raised his hands.

One of the soldiers took a defensive position at the rear of the Humvee and the other stepped up toward Jerome, stopping several feet away.

There was talk.

Jerome made some excited gestures and spoke loudly.

The soldier said something else, and Jerome opened his shirt and showed him his chest, leaning forward with eyes wide open.

The soldier spoke into a radio headset.

Jerome started talking again, but in a different tone of voice. He was pleading. That worried me for a second, but then again, he was a pussy. For his sake, I hoped he didn’t wet his pants.

Three distinct clicks echoed as fire spat from the end of the soldier’s gun.

A bloody mist erupted from Jerome’s back. For the smallest fraction of a second, surprise froze on his face.

I gasped.

“We gotta go!” Murphy said, as Jerome crumpled to the asphalt.

“Fuck that!” I threw the barrel of my M-4 over the wall and pointed it at the soldiers. Before I could pull the trigger, Murphy grabbed my shirt and pulled me into the shrubs and mulch. Shards of limestone exploded off of the top edge of the wall and stung my skin.

“What the hell?” I didn’t hear any gunshots. Everything was very suddenly going to shit, and I wasn’t putting the clues together fast enough.

“C’mon,” Murphy hissed. Bent over as short as he could make himself, he ran away from the wall, back the way we’d come, back to where there was plenty of cover.

I crouched and ran as fast as my legs would carry me.

We got to a row of tall bushes and rounded a corner, putting an entire building between us and the intersection.

Murphy stopped at the corner and cast a quick look back.

“Anything?” I asked.

“Not yet. Run!”

Murphy took off at a full sprint under the sprawling branches of the old campus oaks. He angled toward a building across a street and ran further into campus. I matched him stride for stride past one building, a second, and a third, arousing interest from the infected as we sped past. Thankfully, none gave chase.

When Murphy decided that we’d put enough distance between us and the soldiers at the intersection, he found an unlocked door and slipped inside. Welcome air conditioning washed over us, but I had not a moment to appreciate it.

We bounded up a staircase to the second floor and ran down the length of the building. We glanced through the glass door windows into each classroom we passed. The floor was deserted. We entered a classroom at the end of the hall and closed the door quietly behind us.

I caught my breath. Murphy did the same.




Chapter 3

It took a few minutes for us to recover enough to speak easily. Murphy gasped, “Shit. I should have seen that coming.”

“What the hell just happened?”

“We got ambushed,” Murphy told me, clearly distressed. His absent smile and vacant eyes told me he blamed himself.

“They killed Jerome, for no reason.”

Murphy peeked out one of the classroom’s large windows, careful not to expose himself more than was necessary. “Yeah, it would seem so.”

“That doesn’t make any sense to me, Murphy.”

“He was infected. They probably shot him because of that.”

“But he was a slow burn. He was talking to them. He wasn’t a danger!”

Murphy shrugged, shook his head, and said nothing.

“Is it open season on all of us?”

“I don’t know man. Maybe they were nervous. Maybe they were trigger happy. Maybe they just like killing. With all of those dead infected laying around the intersection, they were definitely good at it.”

“Maybe they weren’t the Army. Maybe it was just some guys…” I trailed off.

Murphy shook his head emphatically, “They were soldiers.”

I sat down at one of the desks bolted to the floor in neat rows, and stared out the windows at the oak branches and leaves that dappled the view of the buildings across the street.

It was murder.

Those soldiers murdered Jerome.

As that sank in, I muttered, “Fucking assholes.”

“We shouldn’t be surprised,” Murphy said. “The cops, the doctors, the Army, nobody has been sympathetic, if you know what I mean.”

“I’m angry, Murphy. I’m really fucking pissed. That was such bullshit. I mean he was standing there with that stupid pussy-ass look on his face, with his arms in the air and that dickhead just shot, shot him three fucking times. Fuck!”

Murphy said, “I was there, man.”

Murphy left me to my fuming and took up a position by the wall where he had a clear view out the window. Murphy was getting over Jerome’s death, or at least getting past it. He was looking out for pursuers. He was looking out for our safety. And I was having a tantrum.

I needed to get control.

The Ogre and the Harpy.

I breathed deeply and relaxed my clenched hands, then watched my palms as the blood flowed back in and filled the indentations left by my grip on my rifle.

The Ogre and the Harpy.

Anger would kill me if I didn’t get it under control. Clear thinking would keep me alive. I needed to follow Murphy’s example.

I stood and went over to check the window into the hall. No one and nothing. I nudged the door open and listened. Silence.

Minutes passed with no change; I let the door close and went to stand beside Murphy.

I asked, “So were those silencers on their guns?”

“Yup, suppressors.”

“I think that’s why they’re not already dead. If the infected don’t hear them, they can stay hidden while they shoot. They don’t have to worry about drawing in more than they can handle.”

Murphy nodded, “That’s pretty much how I see it.”

I said, “I think that if these guns are going to be good for anything but a last resort, we need suppressors.”

“Yeah.”

“Where can we get those, Murphy?”

“We could check gun shops or find the house of some gun nut and go through his stuff. But with all the shit going on, who knows? I’m guessing all the gun shops are cleaned out already.”

“Well, that doesn’t sound good.”

Murphy offered, “We could come back in a few days and take theirs.”

“I don’t follow.”

“C’mon, man. Those guys can’t keep their MOPP gear on forever. They’ve got to take it off sooner or later. They’re probably camped out in a building around here somewhere. And every time they go in and out, they risk tracking in the infection with them. Hell, that guy that shot Jerome today probably got at least a little blood on his gear. He was close enough for it. He probably doesn’t even know it. So, when he goes back to wherever him and his buddies are hiding out, he might touch it or his buddy might touch it.

“I don’t know how long the virus can live outside of the body but I’m guessing that if it’s in blood, it has a better chance of staying alive than if it just gets sneezed out or something.”

“So you think that by killing Jerome, those soldiers are going to wind up infected.”

“Yes, Zed, I do.”

“I like the karma of it.”

“Zed, if they get infected, the odds are that none of them will be immune. In a few days they’ll be wandering around here like the rest of the infected, if they don’t kill each other first.”

“I’m good either way. Do you think they’re coming after us?”

“Nope.”

“Why?” I asked.

“If they were coming, I think they would have by now. Besides, I think they’re doing pretty well ambushing the infected where they are. They don’t need to hunt. Whitey just wanders by. I’m not sure they were trying to kill us as much as scare us away. After all, they knew Jerome was infected when they killed him. They didn’t know if we were.”

“Whitey?”

“I’m tired of saying infected. Three syllable words suck.”

“You know, you’re practically white now, Murphy.”

“I’m mocha frost, man.”

“Mocha frost?”

“Yeah.”

I asked, “So we have mochas and whites. Any other color distinction?”

“You tell me, you’re the one with the hang-up about it.”

I took another long look out the window. “Murphy, you’re just trying to keep my mind off of Jerome, aren’t you?”

“Yeah man, you dwell on shit too much. I know everything sucks and all, but we can’t do anything about that. Lighten up, man. It’s better to die with a smile on your face than a frown.”

Time to change the subject. I asked, “Do you think those soldiers were an isolated group who just had the right equipment and the good fortune to figure out effective tactics, or do you think the whole Army is just around the corner and heading this way, cleaning up as they go along?”

“Isolated,” Murphy answered.

“Why?” I asked.

“If there was a big force coming in and clearing out the infected, we’d have heard the gunfire when we were outside. We didn’t hear any of that.”

I said, “I guess we didn’t.”

We watched silently out the windows for a while longer and periodically checked the hall.

When the conversation started again, I asked, “What should we do next, do you think?”

“I hate to say it, but I think Jerome was right.”

“About what?”

“We need a better plan than just walking to northeast Austin. I’m going there. I have to. But if I want to get there alive, then I need to think it through.”

I said, “We need to think it through.”

“Yeah, let’s talk about that for a second.”

“What?” That surprised me. What was that supposed to mean?

“Zed, I’ve been thinking about this a lot while we’ve been in here. You almost got yourself killed out there when Jerome got shot. If I didn’t pull you down, those snipers would have got you.”

“Thanks for that, Murphy.”

“I’m not looking for thanks, Zed. I want to know what you were thinking.”

My defenses flew up. Interrogatives always rubbed me the wrong way. My anger boiled for a second. I repressed it and calmly asked, “Why does it matter?”

“Let’s face it—we barely know each other, Zed. I don’t know you well enough to understand why you do what you do. I do know that your behavior is probably going to get you killed. I don’t want to be standing in the wrong place when that happens, because I might get killed too.”

“I don’t have the military training that you have, Murphy. When those soldiers shot Jerome, I didn’t think. I reacted. What they did was wrong.”

“And you were going to make it right?”

“No, honestly, I didn’t think about that. Not consciously anyway. Maybe I was just angry. Maybe…I don’t know.”

“Let me ask you about what you did for Felicity, Amber, and Marcy. What about helping me when I was delirious? I mean, I’m thankful. I’m grateful. I know I owe you my life. But Zed, it’s like you’ve got some kind of hero complex or something.”

My simmering anger turned to laughter. “Sorry Murphy, you’ve got the wrong guy on that. I’m not a hero. I don’t want to wear a cape or have a secret identity, and I don’t need to hear anybody’s applause. I don’t even want a Batmobile. Well, maybe a Batmobile. I’m just trying to do the right thing.”

“But you keep trying to do all this heroic shit, Zed. It’s like you think you’re invincible.”

“I definitely don’t think that, Murphy.”

Murphy turned and focused his attention back out the window, leaving me with my thoughts.

I recalled what happened with Felicity. I didn’t think then. I reacted. I’d heard her scream and saw her running. I knew she was going to die if I did nothing. I wanted to run back to the safety of the dorm, I really did. But something in me wouldn’t let that happen. I made a split-second decision and just got lucky after that. We both lived.

The choice to rescue Amber and Marcy was made with a lot more forethought, and was based on a ton of inaccurate assumptions. None of us expected the amount of danger that I’d put myself in. But why did I do it? I didn’t know them or anything about them. Yet, I’d risked my life to help them.

And Wilkins and the ROTC boys; what about them? I’d helped them too, but why?

I wasn’t a hero. I wasn’t a soldier and I wasn’t a boy scout. But still, I did what I did, and would likely do it all again. Perhaps I was trying to live up to some image I had of myself, and living up to that image was more important than staying alive if I failed. Or maybe it was all just a big basket of psychological Easter eggs left in my brain by the Ogre and the Harpy.

When I looked up from my thoughts, Murphy was looking at me. “Before I say what I’m going to say, Zed, I want you to know that I appreciate your offer to help me find my mom and my sister, even though the odds of me finding them alive are pretty much zero. But they’re my family, Zed. It’s my duty to go, no matter how small the chances of finding them. Hell, I might get killed before I make it across the highway. You know what I’m saying, Zed?”

“Yes. No. Not really.”

“Zed, I don’t know why you’re helping me. I don’t understand it. But I don’t want you to get killed trying to save some people who are probably already dead, or worse.”

I stood up and paced around the floor. I took my time collecting my thoughts before I responded. “Murphy, I don't know about your hero theory. Maybe right, maybe wrong. I don’t know. What I do know is that I’m just trying to do the right thing. It’s just that simple.

“Last week, I would have told you that the world couldn’t get any more fucked up than it was. Then it did. Last week, I made a living just rolling down the hill with all the. I’d get drunk and I’d get high just so I wouldn’t have to think about it. And you know why, Murphy?”

Murphy said, “I don’t think I want to know.”

I told him anyway. “Because I didn’t know who I was. I was just trying to be whatever I thought I was supposed to be and not trying very hard to do that. Well, I’m not doing that anymore, Murphy. I’m tired of taking the easy way out of everything. I’m tired of being ashamed of who looks back at me in the mirror. It’s just that simple. If that gets me killed, then I just don’t give a fuck about that. At least I’ll die proud of myself for a change.

“As for why I’m tagging along with you? I’ve got no family. All of my friends are probably dead. And if they weren’t they’d probably care as little about me as I do about them. As a matter of fact, I wouldn’t even call them friends. They’re circumstantial companions. We all have crappy jobs and no girlfriends but we don’t like to drink alone. So, we hang out together and bitch about life. But none of us was ever going to do anything about it. It was always easier to just take another drink.

“On top of all that, you and I are the only people we know who are like us. I’m sure there are more out there, somewhere. There have to be. But in case you haven’t noticed, people like us are getting ostracized and killed just because we’re infected and we’re scary. Murphy, you and I are a persecuted minority.”

Murphy’s big laugh reverberated through the empty classroom. “Ain’t that a hoot? I go from being a mildly repressed minority to being a persecuted minority just because I got whiter.”

I laughed along with Murphy.

When we’d laughed ourselves out, Murphy said, “Zed, I think you’re right. Man, I think you’re a good guy, I mean, there’s a little bit of craziness in you, but maybe that’s what it’s gonna take to live in this fucked up world. I’ll stick with you if that’s what you want to do. We’ll have a better chance together than alone.”

Murphy reached out to shake my hand.

His hand engulfed mine and I nodded.

“And I’m giving you a superhero name.”

“What?” A protest, not a question.

Murphy announced, “Null Spot.”

“What?” A question.

“That’s your superhero name. Whenever you go off thinking about doing some superhero shit, I’m gonna call you Null Spot.”

“Whatever.”




Chapter 4

Murphy and I spent a long while talking about what we needed to do to get to his mom and sister, and what we needed to do to survive. Unfortunately, stealing an armored Humvee, if we could find one sitting around, seemed like the best idea considering all the other risks.

I said, “Murphy, I could check with Steph, if she’s still alive. There might be a Humvee over by the hospital that we could swipe.”

Murphy asked, “Who is Steph, again?”

“She’s the nurse we saw when we went to the hospital the first night. You were too delirious to remember her.”

“Is she cute?”

“I don’t think that should be your top concern anymore.”

“It’ll always be my top concern.”

I said, “No, that’s not what I mean. I think your first question should be whether a girl is going to chase you and eat you for dinner or whether she’s going to shoot you and run away. I don’t think you’ll have the luxury of picking the cute ones anymore.”

“Yeah, man, I heard that.”

“Oh, and do you know which uses less power on a phone, calling or texting?”

“Man, do I look like I work at Best Buy?”

“At the one by my house, it looks like they like to hire the white kids.”

“Mocha frost, buddy.”

I shrugged. “So you don’t know.”

“Texting.”

I asked, “Really? How do you know?”

“I’m guessing.”

“Sounds right to me.”

Murphy asked, “Wait, how do you know Steph’s number?”

“She gave it to me.”

“You’re a lot smoother than I thought, Zed.”

“I hear that a lot.”

“I doubt that. Hey, while you’re playing on your phone, why don’t you follow me downstairs and let’s see if we can raid any vending machines before we head out?”

I nodded and followed as I texted.

Me: Steph, this is Zed. Are you there?

Steph: OMG, you’re alive!

Me: Yes. Hey, are there any Humvees still parked around the hospital grounds?

Steph: Yes. Lots of Army trucks and stuff.

Me: Great! Any soldiers out there with them?

Steph: No. Why?

Me: I’m going to steal one.

Steph: Where are you?

Me: In a building up on the north end of the campus. How are things over at the hospital? I heard a lot of gunfire from over there the other night.

Steph: What do you know about what happened?

Me: Nothing. I’ve been hiding in a dorm since we escaped from the gym.

Steph: We?

Me: Murphy and I both made it out. He’s like me, infected but normal.

Steph: That’s great! There aren’t that many. The infected overran the hospital a few nights ago. That’s probably what you heard.

Me: Where are you now?

Steph: Those of us that could get away retreated into the hospital. We’ve got it sealed off from the fifth floor up.

Me: We?

Steph: The soldiers barred the doors on the first floor but that didn’t last long. The infected came in through the windows and we lost a lot of people. We went up to the second but couldn’t hold there. There were lots of people among us who were exposed who started to turn. We tried to hold on to the third floor by blocking the stairwells but they found their way through somehow. We thought we had the fourth but some of us were infected and started to turn and we lost it. Now we have five and up but we keep losing people as we retreat from floor to floor. 

Me: How many of you are there?

Steph: Hard to say. 30-40 soldiers. 40-50 of us. 150 patients that we’ve mostly moved to the upper floors. But anybody who starts to show symptoms, we’re putting on five. When we get to be too many, we’ll abandon five and move up to six.

Me: The soldiers aren’t shooting the infected?

Steph: The soldiers want to shoot anybody who shows symptoms but the doctors won’t let them. It’s tense.

Me: I’ll bet.

Steph: There are ideas being discussed on what to do about the infected.

Me: The Army has already decided. They’re shooting anyone that even appears infected.

Steph: That seems to be the universal solution. Did that happen at the gym?

Me: Sort of. It was a battle zone. All of the soldiers around the gym got killed when the infected broke out.

Steph: That’s awful.

Me: It was. Your situation doesn’t sound any better. Are there a lot of infected trying to get into the hospital?

Steph: They’re swarming everywhere. As far as we can tell, the lower floors are full of them. Outside, we can see thousands of them on the grounds. The soldiers think they were drawn here by all of the shooting.

Me: Thousands outside?

Steph: Too many to count.

Me: Do you guys have an escape plan?

Steph: Escape? Where to?

Me: I don’t know. I guess everyone is asking themselves that question right now.

Steph: I don’t think anywhere is safe.

Me: We’ve got a line on a place but who knows.

Steph: I don’t think escape even matters anymore.

Me: Why?

Steph: The virus is airborne. Nearly everybody who gets exposed, catches it.

Me: But some are immune, right? I mean completely immune.

Steph: Yes, very few. But with the infected killing everyone who isn’t also infected, what’s immunity worth?

Me: You sound like you’ve given up.

I waited a long time for a response after that.

Steph: Zed, are you there?

Me: Yes.

Steph: The truth is, we’re losing this fight. We all know we’re going to die. It’s just a matter of time. It’s a matter of the number of floors we have to retreat to.

Me: You’ve got lots to go, Steph. The Army could still come. There’s still hope.

Steph: You’re obviously not keeping with what’s going on everywhere else.

Me: I just know what people tell me. If I’m not running, I’m shooting. If I’m not shooting, I’m hiding. What’s the situation?

Steph: Every time we find a city or a region that says that it has the virus in hand, it seems like they collapse a few hours later. Dallas, Fort Worth, Houston, and San Antonio are no better off than we are. Lubbock and Amarillo are a mess. Waco is holding out but we’re getting fewer and fewer contacts from there. The only city we’ve even heard about where there is no infection is Leadville.

Me: What’s a Leadville?

Steph: Some place way up in the mountains in Colorado.

Me: Why are they safe?

Steph: Remoteness? Easier to quarantine? I guess there aren’t too many ways in or out of a place like that.

Me: You wanna run off to Leadville with me : )

Steph: That’s sweet. But I don’t think you’re their kind of people, Zed.

Me: Too white?

Steph: That’s one way to put it.

Me: Leadville pipe dreams aside, what will you do? How long can you hold out?

Steph: Everything is working against us.

Me: How so?

Steph: To start with, all of the stairwells are full of infected. The elevators are useless. The infected are always there when the doors open. There’s no way for us to get out. We’re stuck. But we’re dependent on the utility system. Once electricity goes, we’ll lose water. Once the water stops flowing it’ll only be a matter of days. So, the food shortage we’re having is problematic but we’ll all be dead long before we starve. If the infected don’t get in and kill us all.

Me: I can see why you feel hopeless.

Steph: There is half a hope, maybe less. It’s brutal and it feels wrong but no one here can think of anything else. I feel bad thinking about it. I feel worse talking about it.

Me: What?

Steph: Help me with my decision, Zed. You’re a disinterested third party.

Me: Not disinterested.

Steph: You know what I mean.

Me: Whatever.

Steph: We think we can fortify the top floors and keep the infected from getting in. If we had enough food and water, we might hold out for a long time after the utilities go.

Me: You said you didn’t have enough water…

Steph: Let me finish.

Me: K.

Steph: People inside get infected. It gets chaotic when they turn symptomatic and then we lose people and we lose a floor or two. Then we have to try and reconsolidate a few floors up. We’re killing ourselves from the inside. The infected outside just exacerbate the situation.

Me: Ok.

Steph: One of the doctors came up with an idea.

Me: Which is?

Steph: He thinks that in the general population the infection rate is nearly 100%. But for us, it’s got to be way lower.

Me: That sounds like wishful thinking to me.

Steph: No, I don’t think so. Hear me out.

Me: K.

Steph: There are a lot of healthcare workers and soldiers here. We’ve all been on the front lines of this outbreak from the beginning. We’ve seen most of our friends and colleagues get infected and turn.

Me: I’m with you so far.

Steph: Just because we’ve all been at risk of exposure so long and we haven’t been infected yet suggests that many of us may be immune.

Me: Or cautious.

Steph: Yes, maybe. But Zed, there were a lot of us at first between nurses, doctors, patients, and soldiers. If only ten out of a thousand were immune and nine-hundred of those got infected while the other hundred didn’t, in the remaining pool of a hundred, the immunity rate wouldn’t be 10 in a thousand anymore, it would be the same ten, but in a group of a hundred. So, if you’re in that last group, your odds of being immune go from a nearly zero chance to ten percent.

Me: Sure, the math works, but there are a lot of assumptions built into that. Where is this going?

Steph: Where we’re at right now is that we all know we’re going to die. That is a certainty. We’re either going to get infected, get killed by the infected, die of thirst, or if some fortunate miracle happens, die of starvation.

Me: Such a wonderful world we’re in now. Escape then. There’s got to be a way.

Steph: There are too many infected below. We can’t escape.

Me: What then?

Steph: We have a few infected people strapped into beds in a room at the end of the hall. We’re going to hoard all of the water and food we can on the top floor and then fortify it. Then we’re going to use our infected to infect ourselves in groups of ten or twenty.

Me: Say what?!

Steph: A saliva swab from the mouth of an infected for each of us. That’s a very reliable transmission pathway. 100% reliable.

Me: Not exactly sanitary.

Steph: Exactly not sanitary. I just hope none of them has AIDS or herpes or TB.

Me: That sounds like suicide.

Steph: No. Some of us will be immune. This gives us a way to sort out who is and who isn’t in a controlled fashion. The ones who are immune will take the top floor and might be able to hold out with the supplies we have on hand.

Me: Everyone is okay with this?

Steph: No. Everyone is taking it pretty hard but if we don’t do something we all know that we’re dead. ALL OF US. This was the only idea that we had that might give some of us a chance. We are going to vote on it in a few minutes.

Me: What will you do with the ones that show signs of the infection?

Steph: Shoot them.

Me: I don’t know what to say…

Steph: It’s a hard choice. We’re doctors and nurses. We’re supposed to help people.

Me: What about the slow burns? They’ll show signs of infection but might turn out like me.

Steph: It doesn’t matter. Same solution.

Steph: Zed?

Steph: Zed?

Steph: Are you still there?

Me: Yes.

Steph: Are you angry that some slow burns like you will get killed?

I didn’t answer at first because the answer was yes, but I was more angry because I couldn’t think of a better solution.

Me: Take the infection. Kill the infected. It’s your only chance.

Steph: Thanks for being honest.

Me: How will the vote go?

Steph: We’ll vote to infect. It’s our only choice.

Me: Tell me before they infect you?

Steph: I’ll give my phone to my friend Liz. She’ll let you know if I don’t make it.




Chapter 5

Crowded isn’t the first word I’d choose to describe how many infected were in the dimly lit tunnel system beneath the campus, but there were a lot more loitering around inside than I would have preferred. There were places on our lengthy trek where we had to squeeze past groups of infected squatting and resting or others trying to push their way through a door to gain access to one of the university buildings.

It was a stressful hike, but at least the tunnels were cool and the infected showed little interest in us.

When we finally arrived at the door we were looking for, we exited the tunnel into the bowels of the university’s twenty-thousand seat basketball arena. We were just north of the hospital complex. We found a staircase that led up to the ground-level concourse that traced a path around the circumference of the circular building. Without speaking, we followed the echoes of our footsteps around the wide, deserted circle.

The ground floor concourse was walled in glass, so it was easy for us to gauge our location simply by looking outside.

When we arrived at the south side of the arena we saw the hospital complex across a concrete plaza and a lawn of dying grass.

Carnage left by the days-long battle with the infected was everywhere.

Military vehicles were scattered about. A few were burned. Most were just abandoned, some with heavy doors swaying in the breeze. The triage tent that Murphy and I had been in a few days earlier had fallen. The barricades were in shambles.

In the streets, all over the parking lots, and on the lawns, lay the dead. Brutal evidence of the efficacy yet insufficiency of military firepower. The live infected were everywhere, walking, squatting in the shadows, or running toward the hospital’s main building. The lower floors of the hospital were swarming with them.

Muffled gunfire sounded from the hospital, punctuated by occasional explosions. A window blew out and a shower of glass rained on the infected trying to get into the building. The soldiers inside were losing another battle. The hospital staff was losing another floor.

I stared at the upper floors of the westernmost building, wondering what would become of Steph. I tried to squeeze some inspiration for a rescue plan out of my brain, but all I got were thoughts of helplessness and frustration.

Murphy gave me a shove in the shoulder to get my attention. “Forget it, Null Spot. There’s nothing we can do for them.”

“I wasn’t…”

“Whatever, man.”

There was no point arguing. Murphy was right.

“If we want an armored Humvee, this is the place,” Murphy said. “The soldiers are too busy staying alive up there to stop us. Whitey might be a problem though. He gets mad when you steal his cars. Heh, heh, heh.”

“Murphy, if you’re trying to piss me off with your Whitey remarks, you know, I don’t care about that stuff, right?”

“Man, I’m just trying to get you lighten up a bit.”

“Murphy, we’re looking at a thousand rotting corpses. Lighten up?”

“Life is what you make it, man.”

I gave it a derisive little headshake.

“All these infected wandering around might be a problem.”

“Yeah,” I agreed, “But like we talked, once we’re in a Humvee, an armored one, I don’t think they can do anything to get at us.”

“But if they swarm us like they swarmed Wilkins’ car…”

“Yeah?” I asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Murphy, if we’re going to back out, now is the time to do it, because once I open this door, who knows what happens. It’s all a gamble.”

“Yeah, man, I know.”

“One of those Humvees could come in real handy. We could be at your mom’s house in twenty minutes.”

“Yeah, Zed, but I’m still worried about getting out once we get where we’re going.”

“All we need is patience. They’ll get bored and wander off.”

Murphy stared at the scene before us, but remained silent.

”Murphy if we’re going to do this, we need to move it along. What do you wanna do?”

“All right. If we’re gonna do this, then let’s do it.” Murphy pushed the glass doors open and walked out into the full sun, without looking to make sure I was behind. Over his shoulder, he whispered, “Damn, it’s hot out here.”

I nodded. It was damn hot. We walked toward the nearest armored Humvee that appeared to have an obscured view from the hospital windows, just in case.

The smell of all of the dead bodies rotting in the sun was overwhelming, but the smoke in the air helped to mask it.

Thick clouds of flies swarmed us.

Smears and pools of bodily fluids, not quite dry, made the footing treacherous.

“This is disgusting,” Murphy said.

“Yeah.” I opened my mouth to stop breathing the rancid stench into my nose, but when the flies tried to land in my mouth I felt like I could taste the corpses on my tongue. I felt nauseous.

Bodies lay about, ripped open by bullets. Bellies were distended where the gases of rot had no hole to escape. Faces were stretched in agony.

“Can people eat rats?” I asked.

Murphy stopped and looked at me. His expression told me that he thought I might be cracking up. “What are you even talking about?”

“I’m just thinking that this place is going to be infested with rats pretty soon. The whole city will be. They’d be a plentiful food source.”

Murphy shook his head, “I’ll learn how to grow potatoes or something long before I eat a rat.” He turned and hurried across the distance to the Humvee we’d selected.

The vehicle was empty. That was good luck. Rotting corpses baking in the heat of a closed vehicle might have made it unusable.

I looked around at the infected nearby. They were either rummaging through bloody scraps or focused on the gunshots coming from the hospital.

Murphy jumped into the Humvee’s driver’s seat. I got in on the passenger side.

Murphy looked at me. “It’s do or die now, buddy. You sure you wanna do this?”

I shrugged. “You know, in this armored Humvee, we can probably drive around here a bit and maybe draw some of the infected away from the hospital. You know, give Steph and the others a chance.”

Murphy shook his head, but didn’t look at me. Without a word, he slammed his door shut, catching the attention of all the nearby infected.

“Damn!” I quickly yanked my door shut as Murphy cranked the starter.

The Whites ran at us from all directions.

As soon as the engine fired, Murphy floored the accelerator and we raced away from the hospital.

We ran over one bump, then another. I knew what those bumps were, but put the thought of it out of my mind and focused on the clear pavement ahead.

The Humvee shuddered with the impact of an infected body running into the side at full speed. A few found a grip on the rear and were trying to climb on. The infected on the side slid away as Murphy pushed the truck to go faster.

When we hit clear asphalt, Murphy ran the Humvee up past forty and said, “Null Spot. Heh, heh, heh.”

“What’s that even supposed to mean? Null Spot.”

“You’re all kind of whited out, man. It’s like you’re not there. Like a spot with nothing in it. Null Spot.” Murphy’s big laugh filled the vehicle.

“Whatever.”

“Null Spot. You and your stupid superhero shit. Man, did you watch too many Star Wars movies as a kid, or what?”

I said, “I just thought we might be able to help them, that’s all.”

Murphy changed the subject with a hard swerve. The Humvee almost hit a curb. At the last second, Murphy angled back for the center of the street.

“What the fuck, man?”

Murphy said, “Dude, did you see that?”

“What?”

“That White was right in front of me and he jumped out of the way. So I tried to get him anyway. Heh, heh, heh.”

“Maybe he was smarter than the others.”

“I think he did it on purpose.”

“Whatever.”

“My mom always said, ‘Never trust Whitey.’”

“Murphy, does anybody actually think you’re funny?”

“Everybody but you.”

“Did she really tell you that?”

“No, man, I’m just fuckin’ with ya.”

Without warning, Murphy slammed the brakes hard. The Humvee skidded to a stop. He threw the transmission into reverse and mashed the accelerator to the floor.

“God damn! You drive like shit!” I pushed myself away from the dashboard and back into my seat.

“That bridge over the highway back there was clear. I think we can get across.”

The infected were swarming up behind us. “Hurry!”

The brakes locked. Tires skidded again. More infected pounced on the Humvee.

“Shit!”

“Zed, don’t worry, man. They can’t get inside.” Murphy turned the Humvee and maneuvered between the cars on the road leading to the bridge.

The infected above us beat loudly on the roof.

Murphy looked over at me, then laughed. “Heh, heh, heh.” He slammed the brakes hard, and a body rolled off the roof and down over the hood, just as he pushed the accelerator again. The Humvee bounced over the body. We crossed over the bridge.

“I’ll get the others off on the next turn. Heh, heh, heh.”




Chapter 6

The further we rolled into east Austin, the thicker the smoke got and the fewer infected we saw. Those that we did see were headed away. Our hitchhikers chose to join them. They were all brain-fried monsters, but they still knew enough to fear the fires that were burning their way across the eastern half of the city.

My phone buzzed and I gave it a look to see who was calling. It was a text message from Amber. I smiled.

Murphy said, “Man, you’re worse than a teenager.”

“It’s Amber.”

“She was the cute one, right?”

I shrugged.

“How many women is that?” Murphy teased. “Player Zed.”

I ignored him.

Amber: Are you there, Zed?

Me: Yup. What’s up?

Amber: Are you at Murphy’s mom’s house?

Me: No. We got hung up.

Amber: Anything bad?

“Murphy, Amber just asked me if anything bad happened.”

“What’d you say?”

“Nothing yet.”

“No point in sugarcoating it. I have a feeling we all need to get used to bad news.”

Me: Jerome got shot.

Amber: Oh no. Bad?

Me: He’s dead.

No response.

Me: How are things there? You guys sitting tight? Any news?

Amber: Tense : (

Me: What happened?

Amber: One of the guys, Darren, I think, is infected.

Me: What happened?

Amber: He was lethargic for a while after you left. Nobody thought much of it but then he started acting weird. Now we think he’s infected.

Me: Did you take his temperature?

Amber: We don’t have a thermometer. They locked him in one of the dorm rooms. After they locked him in he screamed crazy gibberish for a while. He’s quiet now. Mark is sure he’s infected. But he has a gift for certainty.

Me: Those kind of people worry me.

Amber: Me too.

Me: Maybe Darren couldn’t take it all and just went nuts. Maybe all he needs is a Valium.

Amber: Mark wants to shoot him but nobody wants to open the door and go in. Wilkins is against that but again, nobody except Wilkins wants to open the door to find out for sure. Every time Wilkins brings it up, Mark goes ballistic. 

Me: Not good.

Amber: I think Mark is really insecure. I don’t think he’s handling all of this very well. I think he and Wilkins are going to have it out at some point.

Me: Why do you say that?

Amber: It’s like every time they talk, Mark seems less respectful, more assertive. He doesn’t want to be a team player. He wants to be in charge.

Me: What did he say, exactly?

Amber: Mostly it’s subtle stuff. Maybe I’m wrong. I’m just worried.

Me: I don’t know what to say.

Amber: You don’t have to say anything. I’m just telling you because I need somebody to talk to. 

Me: What about Marcy and Felicity?

Amber: Felicity has been sleeping on the couch in the lounge most of the afternoon.

Me: She’s not infected, is she?

Amber: No, she’s just tired. Marcy is following Mark around like she’s a puppy. I’m embarrassed for her.

Me: Sounds like junior high for grown-ups. I’m almost glad we got evicted.

Amber: Except for Jerome, I guess.

Me. Yeah.

Amber: Yeah.

Me: Well, like I said before. Wilkins is a good guy. He’ll keep it all under control.

Amber: I hope.

Me: Can you do me a favor if you’re not doing anything else?

Amber: You saved my life. You know I will.

Me: You know that stuff I talked about? That stuff about downloading whatever we could about farming, and solar power, you know, anything about how things work, or how to treat people when they’re sick. Anything about survival.

Amber: Yeah.

Me: Could you download as much as you can from the internet, please?

Amber: Sure. I’ve got a 64 gig flash drive. I can save it there. How will I get it to you?

Me: We’ll work something out. I’ll talk to you later on, okay?

Amber: Okay. Bye.

Murphy said, “Man, don’t look so down. What’s going on over there?”

I told Murphy about the conversation.




Chapter 7

The smoke thickened and reduced visibility down to several car lengths. The air got hard to breathe. Nothing was moving anywhere.

“The fire must be close,” I said.

“Yeah,” Murphy agreed.

“Do you know where we are?”

“More or less.”

“Well, it seems like we’re headed right for the fire.”

Murphy shrugged. “I’m just looking for a wide street to head north again.”

“Okay, because I don’t think I want to get roasted or suffocated.”

“I hear you, man.”

A few minutes later, Murphy made a slow left turn onto a wide, car-strewn boulevard.

“Murphy, what are we going to do after we find your mom’s house?”

“Well, I’m not going to be your superhero sidekick if that’s what you’re going to ask me, Null Spot. Heh, heh, heh.”

“Whatever.”

“So, Zed, tell me about this peaches and cream world that you grew up in that made you wanna go and help everybody. It’s like you’re a Boy Scout trying to earn that merit badge you missed out on when you were fifteen.” Murphy laughed again. He always found himself funny.

“Not even close. I was never a Boy Scout. We spent all of our time at church.”

“You didn’t ride a bicycle around to people’s houses did you? Heh, heh, heh.”

I shook my head. “Definitely not. I never really bought into any of it.”

“I’ll bet your parents didn’t dig that. Did they know?”

“Oh, yeah. I told them.”

“What’d they do about that?”

“My stepdad thought he could beat the Jesus into me.”

“How’d that turn out?”

“Just like you’d expect.”

“I heard that, man. So, no brothers? No sisters?”

“Nope, just me. My real dad has family around town. I never met any of them. My mom hated them all.”

“Your folks sound like real nice people.”

I shrugged.

Murphy said, “So you’re more of a Batman superhero, then.”

“What?”

“You know. Childhood trauma makes you want to go out and do good in the world.”

I ignored Murphy and looked out the window into a dim gray bubble a few hundred feet wide. Nothing moved. Nothing attacked. Abandoned cars littered the road. Human remains lay here and there. Doors on houses hung open. Windows were smashed. Human clutter littered the streets, lawns, and parking lots.

Everything had changed so fast.

I wondered if each of those houses had their dead owners inside. I wondered if the occupants became infected and went rampaging into West Austin to kill and kill and kill. I wondered how many children’s bodies were lying under their beds or in their closets.

Those kids never knew that evil found you wherever you hid. Running and fighting were your only real choices.

I was getting depressed.

That was an emotional indulgence I couldn’t afford.

The Ogre and the Harpy.

Breathe.

Move ahead.

Suck it up and don’t be a pussy!

We passed through a flashing red light at a large intersection.

“I know where we are now,” I said.

“Yeah. If we’re lucky, it’ll be smoky when we get to my mom’s house and we won’t have a swarm of the infected on us.”

“If they’re not there, then what?”

“My mom and sister?”

“Yeah.”

“I don’t know,” Murphy answered.

“Do you have other family around?”

“Oh, yeah, man. Aunts, uncles, cousins. Most live close by. My mom is pretty tight with my uncle. He lives a few blocks over. She could be at his house. Who knows?”

“I assume you tried calling him.”

“Yeah, Zed. I tried calling everybody.” He sounded irritated by my query. Murphy’s face sagged. He looked much older without his smile.

“Your family means a lot to you, doesn’t it?” I asked. It was obviously true. But I thought Murphy might need some urging to talk about it.

“Yeah.”

“With all the smoke chasing the infected away, we can probably check all of your relatives’ houses, Murphy.”

With no enthusiasm, Murphy said, “Null Spot rides again.”

I ignored the comment. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and find somebody.”

“Yeah, maybe.”




Chapter 8

What little I could see of Murphy’s neighborhood through the smoke didn’t bode well. There were bodies of the infected scattered everywhere. Car windows were smashed. The small old houses had belched their contents and dead occupants out onto the lawns.

Under the boughs of the grand old oaks that had shaded the streets for decades, Murphy’s neighbors had fought the infected, and the guns they used to defend themselves drew more infected in. It was a difficult first lesson to survive. Dried blood, torn clothes, and gnawed bones marked the places where men, women, and their kids had learned that lesson too late.

In spite of the body count, I saw no firearms among the dead. Someone had lived through the battle. The area had been scavenged. That was a hopeful sign.

Murphy stopped the Humvee by the curb in front of a house that looked like all the rest. Through the thickening smoke, I could barely see the front door.

Murphy turned to me with his mouth in a resolute crease. “Zed, you can stay here if you want. You don’t have to come in.”

“We’re in this together, Murphy.”

Without another word, Murphy opened his door and climbed out. I did the same.

When I came around the back of the vehicle, Murphy was halfway to the front door.

I hurried my pace.

The front door was ajar. Murphy cautiously pushed it open as I came up to watch his back.

I checked our flanks, a lesson I learned from watching the soldiers die on the quad by the dorm. They didn’t understand their adversary. They got sloppy and they paid for their mistakes in the only currency this altered world seemed content to accept. Blood.

Murphy stepped into the house. He was tense. He was tentative.

He feared what he might find.

His breathing was ragged, but we hadn’t exerted ourselves. His smile, a dam that held a back a river of emotions, crumbled in the flood.

I paused halfway in and listened. There was a noise coming from somewhere inside. I didn’t know where, but I guessed what.

Murphy crossed the living room and leaned into the kitchen as I closed the door behind me.

The furnishings were thirty years out of fashion and worn. The carpet was its own kind of ugly.

A wall covered with framed photos chronicled the lives of Murphy and his sister. Murphy was a Boy Scout. Murphy played football. A younger, thinner Murphy stood proud and stern in an Army uniform.

Murphy’s sister, sitting on a pony at a young age. Pirouetting as a third grader at a dance recital. The camera caught her, clad in a cheerleader’s uniform, high in the air in a gymnastic bounce. She wore a cap and gown with a big grin in two separate photos from two different graduations.

Murphy’s mom was in some of the pictures, arms around the kids, always smiling. No picture of any father, anywhere.

Murphy’s mother and sister came to life on that wall even as their deaths were about to be confirmed.

Murphy looked back at me, his face taut, and his jaw clenched. He shook his head.

The kitchen was empty.

I followed him across the living room to the hall.

The sound was louder. Just as I became certain what it was, Murphy bolted up the hall. He must have figured it out as well.

It was the infected.

I hurried to follow.

A closed bedroom door at the end of the hall proved no obstacle for Murphy’s momentum. It cracked and splintered. Hinge screws ripped through wood as Murphy’s wrath exploded into the room.

Murphy’s fury found voice in a primordial scream that was seconded only to the shots exploding from his rifle.

The house fell suddenly silent.

The ugly business in that room was finished. Only sorrow and rage remained.

In the hall, I froze in my footsteps.

In that room, heavy feet pounded the wooden floor. Furniture bounced against walls. Trinkets shattered. A beast fought with its grief.

I wondered, was Murphy’s smile dying while I listened, while I cringed? Would he now wear the frown of the emotionally damaged, the same one worn now by so many?

There was too much emotion in that room for me to enter the fray. I’d rather face the infected. I withdrew past the only other door off the hall. It was also closed. If something was inside, I’d know soon enough.

I took up a position in the living room at the entrance to the hall. From there, I could see the front door, the back door, and of course, the hall. Nothing moved.

Moments later, Murphy burst from the room with a grimace on his face and tears in his eyes.

I looked toward the second hall door, and in the time it took me to focus my attention there, Murphy crossed the distance and smashed through it.

Half in the hall and half in the room; Murphy looked back and forth across it several times and then froze.

After a time, I softly asked, “Murphy?”

Murphy didn’t move.

I listened for movement in the house. I heard only silence.

The only infected in the house were those Murphy had killed in the back bedroom. Whether those infected had killed his family or whether they were his family was the burning question.

I shuddered at the thought. Murphy wasn’t like me. He loved his mother.

For the moment, Murphy was frozen by grief.

Shots had been fired. If any infected were near enough, they would hear, and they would come. One of us needed to get back in the game and that had to be me.

I hurried into the kitchen, stepped across the avocado-patterned linoleum floor and peeked through the window above the sink. There was no movement on that side of the house.

I hurried to the front of the house and pushed aside a homemade curtain to get a view of the street. “Mother fucker!”

Our Humvee was rolling away from the curb.

I ran to the front door and flung it open.

From behind, Murphy called, “What?”

I ran into the front yard and saw the Humvee disappear into the smoke. “God damn it! God damn motherfucking criminal bastard fuck-shits!”

Then Murphy was beside me. He bellowed curses up the street and pointed his weapon.

I put a hand on the barrel and pushed it down. “Don’t. It’s pointless.”

I looked around to see if we’d drawn any attention. In the small circle of the world that wasn’t obscured by smoke, I saw no movement. I heard none of the infected’s usual noises but I heard something. I heard a noise that didn’t belong.

With neither of us swearing at the moment, Murphy heard it too. "What's that?”

I looked south, toward the sound. It was a combination of a rumble and a rush of wind, growling and coming closer. The uniform gray smoke hanging over the houses started to glow in patches of orange and red.

"Shit! Murphy, we need to move! The fire is coming!"

I ran a few steps and noticed that Murphy wasn't following. I stopped. "C'mon, Murphy! What the fuck?"

Murphy was fixated on the glow of the fire through the smoke. "We can't outrun that."

His voice was flat. Despondent.

Oh, no!

"I'm not quitting now, Murphy! I'm not dying here! Let's go!” I took a few more steps.

Nothing.

Fuck!

Suddenly, Murphy was back. He shouted, "We need a car!"

"No time!"

"It's our only chance!"

Damn!

Murphy was right.

I ran toward a car that sat in a neighbor’s yard with the driver’s door swung open. The front seat was a gory mess, but I jumped in. The keys were in the ignition. The windshield was spiderwebbed with cracks.
I cranked the engine. The starter groaned rhythmically, but the engine didn't fire.

"Shit!"

I cranked again.

Nothing.

It must have run out of fuel with the engine running after its driver had died. I was out of the car in a snap. Murphy was nowhere to be seen.

I looked around.

I heard a car engine crank and made out the shape of another car through the smoke across the street. I ran toward it and saw Murphy's big silhouette through the shattered driver's side window.

Just as my feet hit asphalt, the engine rumbled to life.

Murphy spun the wheels as he backed the car off of the curb.

I jumped and slid over the hood as the fire ignited the leaves of the oak tree shading above me.

A billow of heat singed my skin and seared my throat. Every tree I could see was engulfed in flames.

Beneath that flaming sky, I landed in the passenger seat and Murphy stomped on the accelerator.

The car fishtailed up the street. Embers from trees rained down from above. Lawns, bushes, and houses ignited.

Murphy pulled the car through the first left-hand turn and plunged us into thick smoke at thirty, forty, then fifty miles-per-hour. The oaks’ thick foliage crumbled into embers as the fire raced through the treetops in front of us. Visibility shrank to a deadly small margin for the speed we were moving. But with death's greedy hands grasping at our flesh, wild-eyed flight and long odds were our only chances for survival.

Murphy kept jerking the car from side to side to get past obstacles seen at the last moment. Four blocks passed before we got out from under the racing blaze.

I cast a morbidly curious glance at the conflagration behind us. "Jesus!"

Murphy hit a hard right turn and then a quick left, angling across the path of the fire, but still moving away.

I was nervous about the choice. "Do you know a way out?"

"That dude with the bunker, his house isn't far. If we can get there ahead of the fire, we'll be safe." Murphy was tense. We weren’t out of danger.

"There’s a lot of hope in that plan, Murphy."

"Do you have a better idea?"

“Drive like a mother fucker ‘til we run out of road?”

“Once these streets burn, we’ll never find that bunker in the mess.”

“Shit.”




Chapter 9

Murphy stopped the car in front of a dilapidated two-story house with a chain-link fence falling down around it.

I looked back in the direction of the fire. Knowing what to listen for, I heard the distant roar but I saw no evidence of the glow. We had time—not a lot, but some.

Murphy grabbed his rifle and jumped out of the car.

I hurried behind. "Are you sure this is the place?"

"Yep."

The front door of the house was hanging on a single hinge. We ran inside.

The house had been vandalized to the point of worthlessness. Every window was shattered. The carpet was ripped from the slab. There were holes in the walls and holes in the ceiling large enough for someone to fall through. There were dirty, worn cushions on the floor, and graffiti on the walls.

There was trash. There were clothes and there were bones. It stank like an overflowing port-a-potty.

We passed through the kitchen, which had been destroyed by vandals and copper tubing thieves.

Murphy flung open a door that led into the garage.

Infected!

“Shit!” I stumbled over my feet trying to back away.

Murphy, still full of pent up rage, wasn’t fazed. He barreled forward and popped off three rounds before swinging the butt of his gun around and to work on the skull of one who was close enough to catch his fury.

I regained my footing and fired six shots at movement in the darkness.

 

Then it was still. My eyes adjusted and I saw eleven dead infected among the junk. That didn’t make sense. Some of them must already have been there. I also saw something very unusual. In the floor, there was a heavy, misshapen steel door. The rusty lock and handle had the look of having been pried open.

Murphy, pointed to my rifle, and pointed at the door in the floor.

I stood back and aimed my M-4 at the door.

With one hand on his weapon, Murphy bent over, grabbed the door, and pulled.

It clinked on something, but it didn't open.

Murphy pulled on it again. It rattled in its frame.

It was jammed or locked.

Damn it!

How much time could we have?

He kicked it hard, and yelled, "If anyone's down there, get back! I'm blowing the door and then I'm coming in."

Murphy pulled a hand grenade from his MOLLE vest and placed it with both hands near the door's locking mechanism.

He looked up at me.

I needed no instructions. I ran back into the house and headed for the furthest end from the garage.

Murphy's heavy breathing behind me told me that I understood what was going to happen next.

We got to the end of a hall, and before I could get into the bedroom, the grenade's blast rocked the house.

I stopped and turned.

Murphy was already running back toward the garage.

As we passed the open front door on our way back, I saw the orange glow of the fire above the roofs of the houses across the street. All of our chips were on this one bet.

Time for delays and caution were gone.

If the grenade had failed to do its work, we were dead.

The garage was full of floating filth and rearranged junk.

I coughed, inhaling more dusty crud.

It was hard to see. We made our way toward the center, where we knew the door lay on the floor. It was swung open by the force of the blast, more bent than before.

Murphy looked at me for confirmation.

I nodded. What other choice did I have?

The first step creaked under his weight.




Chapter 10

No surprise; it was dark.

I’d expected a doomsday bunker that would generate its own electricity. It either wasn’t doing that, the light bulbs were shattered by the grenade’s concussion, or an ambush awaited us below.

The darkness implied only negative outcomes, hence my lack of surprise.

Murphy flicked on the flashlight mounted on the barrel of his M-4, pointed the weapon into the gloom, and hustled down the stairs.

I let my M-4 dangle from its harness, drew my Glock, shined my light over his shoulder, and followed.

The room was maybe a dozen feet wide and twenty or thirty feet long. It had a concrete floor and shelves with dusty boxes and unidentifiable equipment stacked within. At the far end of the room on the left wall, another door was shut. The mechanism was torn up. Someone had gone through that door as well.

And there were bodies. Some were clearly infected. Of others, I couldn’t be sure.

Murphy looked back at me. “If we can, we need to close that outer door. The fire will be here soon.”

“Yup.” I bounded back up the stairs, positioned myself on one end of the door, and lifted. Good God, it was heavy.

Murphy came up to help.

The hinges had been bent by the explosion, making it very difficult to swing the warped door up off of the garage floor.

As we got it back over the hole, in a position where gravity would close it once again, Murphy and I hurried down the stairs, chased by the roar of the approaching fire.

We ran to the far end of the bunker.

The second door hung slightly open, a fact I hadn’t noticed moments before in our hurry to check the room and reclose the outer door. We were carelessly racing into uncertainty, betting our lives on a guess that the bunker was safe.

We had no choice. The alternative was immolation.

Murphy took up a ready position outside the door. I put a hand on the handle. He nodded twice and on the third nod, I swung it open.

I jumped back and looked for movement in the blackness. I listened for sounds.

Nothing.

No, wait…I heard something.

I cast a fearful glance at Murphy. He looked back the way we’d come. The fire had to be on the house. Its roar filled the room.

Necessity drove us down the stairs.

In the beams of our lights, the room appeared to be a match for the one we’d just left, ten feet deeper in the earth, and set at a perpendicular angle.

No movement. That was good.

Murphy stopped at the bottom of the stairs and kept his rifle pointed down the length of the room.

I pulled the door shut behind us.

“Don’t worry about that,” Murphy said.

“No, we need to seal it if we can.”

“The fire?”

“I don’t know if it’ll suck all the oxygen out when it passes over, but I don’t want to find out the hard way.”

“Do what you need to do.”

The door appeared to have a good rubber seal, but the door handle was missing and the metal around the hole was bent. That left a large gap for air to escape.

I shined my light on a nearby shelf and grabbed a handful of a rotten sleeping bag material and stuffed it into the hole. A fortuitously handy cinder block served to keep the door closed. “That’ll have to do.”

With the door sealed, the fire’s roar diminished significantly. I heard disturbingly familiar noises from the far end of the room.

Suddenly frightened and angry for having missed the infected in the darkness, I shined my light down the length of the room.

The room had rows of bunks along one wall, what appeared to be a kitchen area at the end, and the remains of some living room furniture in the middle. I counted three bodies but I saw no movement.

Where were they?

I scanned the room again, ready to shoot anything that wasn’t Murphy, but my light revealed nothing in the dark corners that it reached. No movement at all.

Still, I heard the sounds of the infected.

“There.” Murphy shined his light on the far end of the room, near the left corner. “Another door.”

“How big is this fucking place?” I asked, out of frustration.

But with the fire roaring overhead and our situation stable for the moment, I should have been relieved, at least.

The door jiggled in its frame and the animal sounds of the infected behind grew louder.

They knew we were there.

I laid my flashlight on a shelf and pointed it down the length of the room. I ran a reassuring hand across the full clips stored in my vest. I holstered my Glock and in a smooth, comfortable motion, I raised my M-4 to a firing position.

I told Murphy, “We can’t beat that fire outside, but I’ll bet my ass that we can kill every brain-fried infected that funnels out of that door.”

“Make your shots count.”

“Murphy, at this range, I can hit anything.”

The Ogre and the Harpy.

We stood in our ready poses for at least five minutes while the door rattled, the infected moaned, and the roar of the fire crescendoed above.

As time passed, I grew impatient. “I wish they’d just open the fuckin’ door and come out.”

Relaxing his stance, Murphy looked at me and in a hushed tone said, "I wonder if they're locked in."

I shrugged noncommittally.

Murphy said, "I'll bet those are folks from the neighborhood that hid down here when everything started. I’ll bet they bolted the door shut, not knowing that some of them were infected already, and now they’re all too stupid to figure out how to open it."

I said, “If I say I agree with your deduction, don’t call me your dear Watson.”

“Who’s Watson?”

“Murphy, there are some cultural gaps in your education that we need to discuss some time.”

“I take it Watson’s not a rapper.”

“Whatever.”

Murphy said, "That must have been a nightmare when it all went down."

"Yeah. The next time I start complaining, remind me about this and about how good I have it.”

“I will.”

“I know. So, what are our options, do you think?"

"We could stand here and wait for Whitey to come out. That might take a few minutes or it might take a few days. They might never come out."

I asked, "Any other ideas?"

"Just bad ones."

I asked, “Like?”

“We could try the grenade thing again, but if the shrapnel didn’t kill us, we'd get knocked senseless by the blast. Then, if we regained our senses in time, we might get to die while the infected down there eat us alive.”

I agreed, “Yeah, I’m not a fan of that one. I’ve got an idea.”

“Yeah?”

“We could block the door.”

"Not we," Murphy corrected.

"Murphy, this isn't a good time for you to get lazy."

"Not lazy, Zed. Smart. One of us can pile enough of this junk between the wall and the door to keep it jammed shut. The other one needs to keep a rifle trained on that door in case the infected figure out how to get it open. Having us both standing around with boxes of crap in our hands when a hundred infected come pouring…well, that won’t have a happy ending."

"Not for us, I guess." I said.

"Nope, not for us, heh, heh, heh," Murphy agreed.




Chapter 11

The door was blocked.

I was exhausted.

Murphy and I made ourselves comfortable at the opposite end of level two, at the foot of the stairs that led up to the first level. The infected finally calmed down, and not much noise came from beyond the door. After what sounded like the collapse of the house above us a few hours before, all the noise of the fire had gone as well.

I left my flashlight turned on and sitting on a shelf to provide some light in the gloomy space. At least it provided enough light so that I could see whether the bag of chips I pulled of my bag were potato or corn.

“What do you got there?” Murphy asked.

I looked back in my bag. “Mostly chips, soda, and some donuts for breakfast.”

“Man, all I have are cupcakes, Peanut M&M’s, and three Dr. Peppers.”

“I’ve got like six bags of chips. I’ll trade some for M&M’s.”

“Cool.”

“I need to find a watch,” I said, through a mouthful of corn chips. “I don’t want to burn up the battery on my phone by checking the time, but I hate not knowing what time it is.”

“There’ll be plenty around,” Murphy responded. “The trick is getting one that doesn’t require a battery.”

“Yeah. How do you tell?”

“I don’t know. Find one that looks old, I guess. Speaking of which, how’s your battery holding up?”

“Less than half. I need to get a solar charger for it.”

“That’s pointless, Zed. I don’t know when the cellular network will fail, but I know it will. I doubt that there’s anybody interested in keeping that stuff running anymore. The electric grid will fail, too. You can charge your cell phone in a wall socket until then. Besides, when the electric grid fails, the cellular network will go at the same time. So a solar charger for your cell phone is pointless.”

“Yeah, but I still need a solar charger for a computer.”

“Assuming you can get that flash drive from Amber,” said Murphy.

“I need to text her.”

“You’re worried,” Murphy observed.

“Yeah, of course. She said Mark was going nuts.”

“He was already nuts.”

“Yeah, that’s true.”

“Does the Null Spot want to go back and save her?”

Fuck your Null Spot, Murphy. 

I knew that if I ignored the Null Spot comments long enough, Murphy would give up on them. “I don’t know what we should do about her.”

“Or even if we have any responsibility to her, Zed. You need to remember, we took them in and helped them, and they kicked us out.”

“It wasn’t a unanimous decision.”

“What you don’t seem to be getting here, Zed, is that we’re different. You can think all of the ‘We Are The World’ thoughts you want, but we aren’t part of that club anymore.”

“Murphy, once things settle down…”

“No, Zed. Once people get a belief in their heads, it’s damn near impossible to change their minds. Once they decide that all of us infected are a danger, they’ll always believe that, no matter what. Fear makes it all worse. Fear cements belief into people’s heads better than anything else. Right now, people are scared, right? As they should be.”

“That’s cynical.”

“Heh, heh, heh. That’s what I like about you, Zed. You can call me cynical and not see the irony in it. Heh, heh, heh.”

It was time to change the subject. “Murphy, do you mind if I ask what happened at your mom’s house? Were they both there?”

Murphy’s facial expression instantly changed. The deep smile lines on his face morphed into a furrowed frown.

Murphy stared at a shadow on floor for a long time.

I said, “Murphy, we don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.”

It took a little time for Murphy to answer. “There were three infected in my mom’s room. My mom was dead. Zed, it was a hard thing to see.”

“Yeah, I’ve been there.” It wasn’t a lie, but it wasn’t true. “And your sister, was she in the house?”

Murphy shook his head and refocused on the shadows. “I don’t know if she’s alive or turned infected or what. I’ll probably never know.”

“What about your relatives’ houses?” I asked.

“Anybody I can think of probably got their houses burned down when the fire blew through.”

“Oh. What do you want to do, then?” I asked.

“Sit in this bunker tonight and get some sleep.”

“No, I mean, after that.”

“I know what you mean, Zed. I don’t know what to do after that. You got any ideas?”

“I don’t know, Murphy. Since this all started, I’ve been mostly just trying to stay alive for the next five minutes. I mean, I keep thinking that we need to plan. We need to think through these problems. But everything we plan for keeps falling to shit. We got a place set up in the dorm and got kicked out. We went to your mom’s house…I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have brought that up again. We stole a Humvee and some fuckers re-stole it. Jerome got shot for no good reason at all, except to teach us both a lesson that might keep us both alive for another day.”

Murphy cut in. “That’s what I’m saying. We need to expect that from the uninfected. Or at least be ready for it.”

I went on, “And now we’re in a bunker that we hoped might be a safe place for us to ride this whole thing out, and it’s a junked out shit hole full of the dead and infected.”

Murphy said, “It did save us from that fire.”

“Yeah. Maybe I’m just being a whiny ass.”

I took a long drink out of a bottle of soda. “Murphy, you know all that stuff I keep talking about? We need it. We need to know what to do to survive. The only things you and I really know are the stupid things we’ve seen in movies.”

“Zed, I was in the Army.”

“Yeah man, you know I mean besides that.”

“Zed, you think too much. You’re still alive. That’s better than I can say for damn near everybody else. So, yeah, you are being a whiny ass. I’d say things have worked out pretty good for you so far.”

“I wouldn’t say pretty good.”

“Well, I sure as hell would, Zed. You could be a brain-fried cannibal, but you’re not. Life is gonna be hard now. Get used to bad shit happening. If we want to make it, we need to suck it up and move on.”

“I didn’t realize that you were such an optimist.”

“I’m a pragmatist, man. I think I’ve got a reasonably safe place to sleep tonight. I know I’ve got a pretty good load of ammo, an M-4, and a Glock. I avoided getting barbecued. I’ve got a full belly and enough food and water to get me through breakfast. Hell, by today’s standards, I’m a rich man. If I had some fucked up hair, I’d be the new Donald Trump. Heh, heh, heh.”

I laughed along, and our laughter disturbed the infected in the lower level. They pushed on the door and it rattled. Too bad for them. It wasn’t going to open.

“Do you want first or second watch, Zed?”

“I’m still on an adrenaline rush. I don’t think I can sleep just yet. Besides, I want to check in with Amber and Steph if I can get a signal down here.”

“Fine. I’m dead tired. You take the first watch. Wake me when you get sleepy.”

“Will do.”

Murphy made himself comfortable on his pallet and closed his eyes. I checked my phone’s signal strength. One bar.

I texted Amber and hoped for the best.

Me: Amber, it’s Zed. Are you there?

I waited for an answer for a bit and tried again.

Me: Amber?

I wondered whether she was sleeping, and I worried about other possibilities. Thankfully, before I could spin up too many horrible scenarios in my imagination, the phone displayed a response.

Amber: Hey.

Me: Sorry if I woke you.

Amber: I’m guessing there was a delay between your texts but they both arrived at the same time on my end.

Me: Ah. I was getting worried.

Amber: I would say not to, but I guess there’s cause.

Me: Yeah.

Amber: Did you get to Murphy’s mom’s house?

Me: Yes.

Amber: And?

Me: The mom was dead.

Amber: And his sister?

Me: Don’t know.

Amber: Are you guys staying there tonight?

Me: That’s a long story but we’re holed up in some abandoned survivalist’s bunker.

Amber: That sounds promising.

Me: It’s not. It’s pretty much just a hole in the ground right now but at least we’re safe for the night.

Amber: That’s something.

Me: How are things on your end? Did you get a chance to download any of that stuff?

Amber: Grim and yes.

Me: What?

Amber: I downloaded a ton of stuff today. I’ve stayed in my room, most of the day doing that. I’ve got it on my flash drive.

Me: You said, grim.

Amber: Felicity and Major Wilkins are down with the fever.

Me: Shit.

Amber: They’re in another room. The guys are guarding the door. There’s talk of shooting them now.

Me: What ever happened with Darren?

Amber: Nothing yet. The door is still locked shut. He stays quiet most of the time but gets loud and violent when he hears us in the hall. There’s no doubt he’s infected.

Me: Do you have a gun?

Amber: Yes. I’m in your old room by myself and I’m keeping the door locked. But Mark has the master key that he found in the office so he can lock or unlock any of the rooms.

Me: Is that something to worry about?

Amber: I don’t know. I only go out into the hall when I have to go to the bathroom and I bring the gun with me. Mostly I hear what’s going on with the others through the door.

Me: What do you think is going to happen?

Amber: It’s like Blanton all over again. I think a couple of the guys have sequestered themselves in another of the rooms like me. Marcy and Mark are parading around like the king and queen, but only one of the guys is out there for them to boss around. It’s surreal.

Me: I’m sorry.

Amber: When I got here this place seemed like a refuge. Now I don’t know what it is.

Me: Do you want me come and get you out? I can’t come tonight, but I could try tomorrow.

Amber: Not a good idea. Everybody thinks you guys are the cause of the infection in here. They think you’re carriers. If they see you, they’ll kill you.

Me: What do you think?

Amber: I don’t know. There’s speculation about it all over the internet.

Me: If that’s true, then I’m truly sorry. I didn’t know. By getting you from the dorm, I may have condemned you.

Amber: We were going to die there anyway. It was just a matter of time.

Me: I’m sorry.

Amber: Don’t be. Things are how they are now.

Me: Don’t give up hope, Amber. We’ll work something out.

Amber: Hope is irrelevant. The infection is spreading among us. It’s only a matter of time before all of us here get exposed, if we’re not already. The internet says that exposure is inevitable. The virus is too resilient, too contagious.

Me: Still, you might be immune. You haven’t contracted the virus yet. If the others were exposed, then you were too. Or you might end up like Murphy and me.

Amber: Those are very slim chances, Zed.

Me: Not really. For as much as you’ve been around the virus, especially at Blanton, and you haven’t come down with any symptoms yet, I think there’s a good chance that you’re immune.

Amber: Thanks for the sunshine doctor Zed.

Me: I’m not a doctor but I’m in contact with some people over at the hospital and that’s what they think.

Amber: What?

Me: That the longer you go without catching the virus, the higher the chances are that it’s because you’re immune.

Amber: Really? The doctors said that?

Me: Yup.

Amber: Okay. I’m going to keep the flash drive in my front pocket. That way, if I get infected and I turn and they shoot me, you can find it there.

Me: Amber.

Amber: It’s reality, Zed. That’s how it is now. Get some sleep. I’ll talk to you in the morning if you want.

Me: Absolutely.

I stared off into the darkness for a long time after my conversation ended while I ruminated over my choices. It was hard to tell which were good choices and which weren’t. They all turned sour at some point. They all seemed like mistakes.

Perhaps good needed to be measured in a new way. Perhaps good was just another day or hour of life. Was that as good as it was going to get? I wondered how Murphy would look at it.

It was time to check on Steph.

Me: Steph, are you there?

Steph: Will you be offended if I say again, wow, you’re still alive?

Me: It’s the new hello LOL.

Steph: Wow! You’re still alive!

Me: Wow! You’re still alive!

I took a few moments to convey my situation to Steph before proceeding.

Me: What’s the story at the hospital? Did you guys start infecting people?

Steph: Yes : (

Me: I’m sorry, but like you said before, it’s the only choice that gives some of you guys a chance.

Steph: That’s the logic but that doesn’t make it any easier.

Me: Are you okay with it all?

Steph: I don’t know. It was a hard thing to talk about. But imagining the difficulty was nothing compared to the reality of it.

Me: How many have you done?

Steph: We started right after you and I talked earlier.

Me: And?

Steph: We literally drew names and the first twenty names we pulled got infected. Eighteen of them started to show symptoms within a couple of hours, some right away.

Me: Did you follow through?

Steph: Are you asking if we shot them?

Me: Yes and no. I mean, you guys are doctors. I’m guessing you have drugs you could have used.

Steph: We decided that down the road, drugs would have more value. The soldiers have lots of bullets. An injection would be more humane but we’re still talking about killing people. Once you make the big moral leap, the question of how you do it loses significance. They were shot.

Me: So, eighteen shot and two left?

Steph: Yes. Everybody here is praying that the two make it. That’ll give credence to the theory underlying this fucking experiment. It’ll give us hope.

Me: Hope is important. When does the next group get infected?

Steph: About forty minutes.

Me: When will you know if you’re in that group?

Steph: We’re drawing right before we infect. That way nobody has to brood over their upcoming turn and maybe do something stupid.

Me: When will you know if the two that aren’t showing symptoms are immune?

Steph: We’re talking about that now but the consensus seems to be twenty-four hours.

Me: The doctors aren’t sure yet?

Steph: Nobody really knows.

Me: How are you holding up?

Steph: I’m alive.




Chapter 12

The darkness at the far end of the room grew as my flashlight battery slowly died. My eyelids got heavy. The hours wore on. I dozed off and jerked myself awake a half dozen times, taking deep breaths, and isometrically tensing my muscles each time to get my blood flowing again.

I stood up. I paced. I took care in keeping quiet. There was no point in disturbing the infected below.

I had the urge to check the time on the phone for the hundredth time, but that would only serve to drain the remainder of my battery.

I sat on a storage bin, leaned back against the concrete wall, and let my thoughts wander. I tried to imagine a future when all of the infected were dead, all but the slow burns like me. I wondered how close life could return to normal. I wondered how many humans would be left when the chaos resolved to order.

I squirmed around and tried to find a comfortable spot on the hard surface.

Murphy’s heavy breathing taunted me with a temptation to sleep.

I wondered if Amber or Steph would be alive in the morning. I wondered whether I should go back to rescue Amber again. Undoubtedly, Murphy would tease me, but she had the flash drive. That flash drive was more valuable than gold.

And, in spite of all that was going on, I wanted to see her.

My eyelids grew heavy again.

Tink. Tink. Tink.

What the hell was that?

I sat up straight and stared into the shadows at the far end of the bunker.

I listened.

Was it my imagination?

Was I dreaming?

Breathing as quietly as I could, I slid slowly off of the storage container and walked to the center of the bunker.

Aside from Murphy’s heavy nighttime breathing, the bunker was as silent as a coffin.

I stilled my body and listened. I heard the air flow through my throat. I heard my heartbeat in my ears. I strained at the silence, but no more noises revealed themselves.

Long minutes passed before I convinced myself that those three metallic tinks were my imagination.

I returned to my storage container. I checked the time on my cell phone. The light from the phone’s screen destroyed my night vision. When I turned it off, the previously dim bunker was nearly black. And the blackness was frightening.

I decided to go another twenty minutes before I woke Murphy.

Tink, tink, tink. 

I sat straight up, alert. 

That was not my imagination!

I looked again into the shadows at the end of the bunker.

Tink, tink, tink.

My doubts were gone. It was metal on metal.

Was it one of the infected squirming in a dream as he leaned against the door? Was the noise a rodent hiding in the junk? There had to be an air vent leading to the surface somewhere. Could the noise be the wind blowing a metal flap on that vent?

I got to my feet and moved to the center of the room, my M-4 up and ready. I made more noise than I’d wanted to, and as a result, I heard some stirring from beyond the door to the lower level.

I waited a long time for silence to return, and then I waited some more.

The noise was a mystery that I had to solve.

As quietly as I could, I stepped toward the door.

I reached over the boxes blocking my way, steeled my nerves, lay a hand on the door’s cold metal, and listened.

Nothing.

I leaned close and pressed my ear to the door.

I heard the breathing and night noises of half a hundred sleeping humans. No, not humans, not anymore. Monsters, in human skin.

Tink, tink, tink.

With my ear still pressed against the metal door, the sound was loud enough to startle me. I fell backwards.

The noise of my fall was more than sufficient to cause a stir beyond the door. At least a half dozen of the infected became animated and vocal.

I pulled myself to my feet as quickly as I could and leveled my weapon at the door. I waited.

The infected rustled around and pushed on the door but eventually calmed, and fell silent.

The metallic taps mystery was solved or at least the source identified. I asked myself whether someone could still be alive inside. If so, it had to be a slow burn.

I removed an ammo clip from my vest and slipped out one round. I stepped back over to the door and with the brass end of the round, I tapped three times on the door: tink, tink, tink.

I inhaled a slow breath.

Tink, tink, tink.

Was it an answer or a coincidence?

I tapped twice more.

Two tinks answered my taps.

I tapped once.

I was answered with one.

Holy crap!

All doubt was gone. Someone was in there.




Chapter 13

Murphy and I stood about ten feet from the door to the lowest level. It was after three in the morning. I was dead tired, but the adrenaline was keeping me on my feet.

Murphy said, “What I don’t get is, if there’s somebody in there who isn’t infected, why didn’t they just come out?”

“I can’t answer that,” I said. “But if they’re in there with all of those infected, my guess is that they’re not normal. They’ve got be a slow burn, like us, or they’d have been killed.”

“So the Null Spot wants to save one of his own.”

“I think it’s the right thing to do.”

“Well there’s that, and then there’s the smart thing. If they’re locked in and can’t get out, then we’re safe for the night, anyway.”

I was miffed. “You want to leave them in there?”

“Chill, Zed. I’m just saying that we need to evaluate our choices and our chances before we jump into another pile of shit.”

“Fine,” I said. “What are our choices and chances?”

“Our first choice is to spend the night here, bail out in the morning and forget this place. That way we live through another night and don’t take any risks.”

“Yeah but…”

“Let me finish, Zed.”

“Fine.”

“Obviously if we do that, then whoever is trapped in there will die. They can’t get out by themselves. If they could have, they would have.”

“Agreed.”

“Our alternative is to bust open the door, kill all of the infected inside, and save any slow burns that we find.”

“Murphy, I’m resisting the urge to say something sarcastic right now.”

“Zed, I know I’m stating the obvious. We only have two choices. But all the risk to us comes with the second choice. We only have one way to get that door open and that’s with one of our limited supply of hand grenades. And we already talked about the risk of blowing a grenade in this confined space. Then we’ll have who knows how many infected coming out after us. Can we kill them? Probably. They can’t surround us. They can’t because they all have to squeeze through that door. They probably can’t overwhelm us. But you never know. Something unexpected could happen. A gun could jam. One of us might trip and fall. Hell, anything could happen, and if it does, one or both of us wind up dead. Do you see what I’m saying, Zed?”

“Yes, Murphy, I do. I know there’s an unquantifiable risk. If there’s anything I’ve learned so far, it’s that we live in a new world. I know that last week, if I tripped and fell, the worst case result was a bruise, or a tear in my clothes. Now if I trip at the wrong time, I die. Last week, if my flashlight batteries died, I went to the store for more. Today, I die. Last week, if I was thirsty, I just got a drink of water anywhere I wanted. Today, if I don’t have enough water with me, I have to find some and risk getting killed doing it, or I die.

“You see, Murphy. I do get it. Every mistake carries the death penalty. But Murphy, I can’t leave somebody in that bunker to die. I just can’t do it. We may be in an every-man-for-himself world now, but it will only be that if that’s what we survivors make it. I’m not doing that. I won’t.

“Help me or don’t help me. You decide. But I’m opening that door.”

Murphy took time but acquiesced, “Okay, Null Spot.”

“Murphy, you’re just saying that so that I’ll shut up.”

“Yes, Zed. I am. At this moment, I can’t think of a fate worse than listening to you babble on for another ten minutes of your Null Spot bullshit. Heh, heh, heh.”

Murphy continued, “I’ll help you do this. But just so you know, when everything turns to shit, I’m gonna save my ass. I’m not gonna get killed just to save somebody who’s gonna end up dead anyway.”

“Thanks, Murphy.” I was sincere.

“Zed, this is your deal. What do you want to do?”

I walked over to the door and whispered loud enough to be heard on the other side. “Tap once for yes and twice for no. Do you understand?”

Tink.

Predictably, some of the infected on the other side of the door started to respond.

I asked, “Can you open the door from your side?”

Tink. Tink.

Crap.

“Are there a lot of infected in there, with you?”

Tink.

“Are there any more normal people besides you?”

Tink. Tink.

The infected were starting to get excited. At least a few of them were pushing and pulling on the door. More and more infected moans seeped through the door.

“Do you have any other way out of there other than this door?”

Tink. Tink.

“Go to the far end of the bunker. Cover your ears and hide behind something, if you can. It’ll take a little while, but we’re going to blow the door. Don’t come out until the shooting stops or until you hear me call for you. Good luck.”

Tink.

Murphy said, “Just so you know, you’re moving all that shit away from the door. I’ll stand guard.”

“But you stood guard when I stacked it all in front of the door.”

“It’s your deal, Zed. If you want it moved, you have to do it.”

I moved all of the boxes and junk away from the door. I then stacked it all into a wall about halfway up the length of the second level. I left room on one side to walk around the wall. That was my escape route.

To reduce the concussion effects of the grenade in the confined space, we needed to open the doors.

Opening the first door and going into level one showed us a room was just as we’d left it except for a haze of smoke that hung in the air.

The door to the outside was still hot and was hard to open. It was covered with a layer of ash and embers. Outside was another story.

But for the absence of Satan, the world looked like Hell.

The thick gray smoke was mostly gone. Black skeletons of gnarled old oak branches reached into the sky. Hulks of gray automobile carcasses littered the landscape. Nearly everything combustible was burned or smoldering.

Hot mounds of glowing embers were everywhere.

Most of the houses in the neighborhood were simply gone, replaced with geometrical piles of ash and occasional brick facades that hadn’t crumbled in the violence of the fire.

There were spots however, that the fire had bypassed. Far in the distance I saw a few houses with green bushes and dead lawns, untouched by flame.

To the north, the fire glowed orange in the sky. To the west of the interstate, city lights glowed and illuminated the smoke from underneath.

High above us, enormous billows of black smoke flowed west, blotting out wide swaths of starlight and trailing an oily stink.

“What is that?” I asked, pointing up at the heavy black smoke.

“I’ll bet the refineries in Houston are burning,” Murphy answered.

“You think?”

“Yeah, I worked at one between Houston and Galveston for a couple of years. We lost power once during a storm, and it was a big fucking deal. The place went on alert. The engineers had us running around and doing all kinds of shit, like they were afraid the place would blow up, or something.”

“Really?”

“I don’t know. I was just a flunky. But I’m betting that if the power went out to those refineries, something catastrophic happened. I’m betting that’s smoke from the refineries.”

“Jesus. How much oil is stored down there?”

“Enough to burn for months, I’ll bet.”

I scanned the area for movement, but saw none. I heard no human sound of any kind. Any infected that hadn’t run away from the coming fire had likely died in it. For the time being, it was safe to be out in the open.




Chapter 14

I was as prepared as I was going to get.

I stood in front of the steel door that blocked the way down to the third level. I looked to my left to confirm for the fifth time that my escape path was clear. I yelled to the person inside, “If you’re not at the back of the room yet, now is the time. I’m going to blow the door. Remember, hide behind something if you can. Cover your ears. Don’t come out right away.”

I took a few deep breaths.

I beat on the door with the butt of my pistol. The more infected that I could urge to crowd around the other side, the fewer I’d have to deal with after the grenade exploded.

Their excited screaming and pushing on the door let me know that we were all on the same page.

It was time. A thousand thoughts of what could go wrong flooded my brain. I pushed them aside. My course of action was set.

The Ogre and the Harpy.

I pulled the pin on the grenade, but kept the spoon depressed. I carefully positioned it by a gap in the door created by previous work with a crowbar.

The Ogre and the Harpy.

In one smooth motion, I let the spoon slip from my fingers and spring outward as I bet my life once again on my fast feet and my ability to make quick decisions.

I shoved the grenade’s spoon into the gap on the door and wasted no time in evaluating how securely it was wedged there.

With my heart already beating a blistering rhythm, I sprinted around the wall of boxes I’d built and made for the stairs between level two and level one.

Making no effort to slow down, I bounded up to the fifth stair and let the wall stop my body as I made the ninety-degree turn to get through the door.

Two steps past the door on level one, I wondered why the grenade had not yet detonated. I wondered if I’d inadvertently depressed the spoon when I jammed it into place. I wondered whether it was a dud. I wondered how I’d work up the nerve to go back and check on what should be a live grenade. I wondered…

The grenade’s blast roared through the chamber.

The shockwave, confined in the long, narrow levels, blew up at me like a shotgun blast and knocked me onto my face.

I saw stars. I heard ringing in my ears.

I was confused.

The dirty, cold floor grated on my face. I tasted blood in my mouth. I needed to move. I needed to run but couldn’t remember why.

I pushed myself up onto my hands and knees.

I saw a rivulet of blood drain out of my nose.

Screaming?

Screams of pain, anger, and hunger raged up from behind me.

I shook my head.

“Get the fuck up!” a voice boomed above me.

The blood draining from my nose was so mesmerizing.

A hand grabbed the back of my MOLLE vest and pulled me roughly forward.

I made an effort to keep my hands and knees below me.

“God dammit!” the voice yelled again.

The hand let go of me and I nearly collapsed to the floor under the responsibility for my own weight.

The screaming behind me kicked up a notch.

Bam! Bam! Bam!

The gunfire was loud in the confined space.

My gun?

I needed to get my gun up.

Holy shit!

My thoughts cleared, but I was dizzy.

Bam! Bam! Bam!

Bam! Bam! Bam!

I looked behind me.

Infected were pushing their way through the door from level two to level one.

“Run, God dammit!” Murphy yelled.

I staggered to my feet and made my way to the stairs.

Behind me, Murphy shot at the infected pursuing us.

I crawled up the stairs, afraid that my balance would fail me if I attempted them on my feet.

Murphy was beside me on the stairs.

The howling of the infected behind me didn’t diminish.

I got to the top of the stairs and rolled out into ashes on the concrete floor of what had been a garage.

“Go! Go! Dammit, Zed. You can’t stay there. You gotta move!”

I had to move.

I had to move.

I had to move!

I got my feet below me.

Why was this all so hard?

I got my M-4 into my hands and turned to point it at the open stairway.

Murphy grabbed me by my collar and pulled me backward.

“You’re too close, God dammit!”

Holding his M-4 in his other hand, thunder and fire blazed out the barrel and he fired wildly at the infected climbing out of the bunker.

Heads and bodies caught bullets and showered blood.

Ten or fifteen feet back from the doorway, Murphy let go of my collar and put both hands on his weapon.

I did the same. I depressed the trigger of my gun. My aim was non-existent, but the targets weren’t far away and I had lots of bullets.

The repercussion of each shot pounded my head like a hammer, but with each passing second, my thoughts grew sharper. Things started to make sense.

After several long minutes, the flow of infected coming out of the bunker ceased. I breathed heavily and stared at the body-filled bunker door.

Murphy scanned the surrounding desolation for any sign of life. “Holy shit, that was intense.”

I dropped to my knees then fell back on my butt. I sat with my mouth hanging open.

Murphy looked down and asked, “Are you all right?”

“No.”




Chapter 15

I sat in the darkness on a steel tire rim a short distance from the bunker’s door. My rifle lay across my thighs and I massaged my temples. My thoughts cleared and the confusion went away, but the headache chose to linger. The ash floating in the air coaxed me to cough every few minutes, and each time the pressure in my head tried to burst my skull.

Murphy stood patiently by, casting glances at the door, looking at me with worried eyes, but mostly scanning the distance for movement.

“How long have we been up here, do you think?” Murphy asked me.

I laughed weakly and shook my head. “The battery on my phone is dead.”

Murphy asked, “Do you feel nauseous or anything?”

“No.”

“Dizzy?”

“No, I just have a motherfucker of a headache.”

“You don’t have any blood dripping out of your ears or nose or anything, do you?”

“No, Mom.” Well, not anymore.

“Don’t be a dick, Zed. I’m worried about you, man.”

My fingers made a few more revolutions on my temples. “Murphy, you’re being kind, and I am being a dick. I’m sorry. I don’t think there’s any damage that some aspirin and a bottle of tequila wouldn’t fix.”

“Breakfast of champions.” Murphy grinned. “Are you up for going back down, do you think?”

“I guess.”

“Zed, there’s no hurry. We can hang up here as long you want.”

I asked, “How many clips do you have left?”

“None.”

What? I turned and looked over Murphy’s MOLLE vest. “Murphy, I can see clips right there in your vest. Are they all empty?”

“I don’t have any clips in my vest.”

I stood up, walked over and put an accusing finger on a pouch on his vest. “Right there, Murphy. What’s that?”

“That’s a magazine, Zed.”

“Same fucking thing.”

“No, Zed, they aren’t. If you didn’t get your weapons education by watching T.J. Hooker reruns, you would know that a clip holds bullets. A magazine feeds bullets. I have magazines. So do you.”

“Fine! How many maga-fucking-zines do you have, Murphy?”

“I have a dozen MFZs.”

“MFZs?”

“Maga-fucking-zines, Zed.”

“Murphy, you can be very frustrating. I emptied two clips. How many did you empty?”

“MFZs.”

“I emptied two magazines. How about you?”

“I fired all the MFBs in five MFZs.”

“What are MFBs?”

“Motherfucking bullets, of course.”

I sat back down on the tire rim and put my head in my hands.

“I’m just trying to cheer you up, man. We’re wading in some pretty morbid shit, here.”

I flashed Murphy a weak smile. “I know.”

“Are you up for doing this?”

I shook my head gently, but said, “I think I’m as good as I’m likely to get for a while. I guess it’s not any worse than a bad hangover.”

“Man, I’ve been there. Heh, heh, heh. You were pretty dazed when I dragged your superhero ass off of the floor down there.”

“I’m past that part of it. Thanks, Murphy. If you hadn’t come down to get me, I’d be dead right now.”

“Somebody has to ride shotgun in the Murph-mobile.”

“Somebody stole the Murph-mobile.”

“We’ll get another one.” Murphy looked around a bit more. “I don’t know how coherent you were, so you might not remember, but there were a lot more infected down there than I thought there’d be.”

“I wasn’t really paying attention to the count. Mostly, I think I was just trying to remember how many feet I had. How many of them do you think there were?”

“Two.” Murphy laughed.

“You know what I mean.”

“I’m not sure. It seemed like forty, or fifty, maybe more.”

I said, “They must have really been packed in.”

“I guess.”

“And this is the place that guy built under his house without anybody knowing?” I asked.

“Yep. This is the place.”

“The size of it is impressive. I wonder how he got all that concrete down there.”

Murphy said, “I don’t know. Nobody does. The guy was a retired engineer or something. He lived alone. He never talked to his neighbors much. The newspaper never said much about how he did it. Mostly the stories were about his fight with the city.”

“How’d the city find it?”

Murphy pointed at two tall poles supported by guy wires in what used to be the house’s backyard. Each had a small wind turbine on top with charred fans spinning in the light breeze. “There was some kind of dispute about HOA rules and the wind turbines. Somehow, that brought the city inspectors out and they found the bunker.”

“I wonder if they still work.”

“I doubt it,” Murphy answered. “Any insulation on the wires probably burned off in the fire.”

I nodded. “If it wasn’t for the fire, this might have been a good place.”

“I don’t know. It looked pretty trashed inside to me. I think it would take a lot of work to salvage it. Right now it’s just a hole in the ground full of dead people.”

“And some fucked up doors,” I smiled.

“Heh, heh, heh. You’re right about that.”

“Man, there’d better be somebody alive down there. I’ll be pissed if I got blown up by a grenade and it turned out to be rats or something.”

“Zed, if you want to be a drama queen and say you got blown up, I’ll go with it, but you didn’t actually get blown up.”

“You’re just saying that because you’re not the one who got blown up.” I managed another smile to let him know I was kidding.

“What do you say, are you ready to do this? I’m starting to feel uncomfortable standing around out here in the open.”

I nodded and pulled myself to my feet.

Murphy took the lead again. Feeling very naked without my M-4 in my hands, I followed Murphy with my dying flashlight in one hand and my Glock in the other.

Unfortunately, going back into the bunker was a process. With a dozen infected lying about the entrance with bullet holes in them, it behooved us to ensure that each was indeed dead. In silent agreement, we decided that a couple of good kicks were enough to test for life.

The stairway was difficult to navigate, as we had to push bodies off the sides as we went down.

Once into the darkness at the bottom, Murphy started lifting heads and looking at faces. That was at least a little odd, but I said nothing about it.

After checking all the bodies on the first level, Murphy pointed to the doorway down to level two and said, “Keep an eye on that other door for a second. I’m going to close the outer door, so that nobody wanders in behind us.”

“Will do.”

Murphy wrestled the heavy door over and let it fall shut with a deafening clang. Agitated moans from below let us know that we still had gruesome work to do.

Murphy went to the other end of the bunker and retook the lead. He was up for it. I wasn’t.

On the stairs, he stopped and lifted the head of another woman.

Curiosity won out and I asked, “Murphy?”

“I need to check.”

“For?” I asked.

“This was my neighborhood, Zed. I’m checking for people I know.”

“Only the females?” I asked.

“My sister. I’m looking for my sister. She might be in here.”

“Oh.” I was embarrassed for not guessing. “Take your time.”

Murphy checked another body that was wedged between the stairs and the wall. It wasn’t her either.

Murphy worked his way down the stairs to a spot near the bottom and then stopped. I followed, close enough to support him, but far enough away that he’d have room to jump back.

From our positions on the stairs, we examined the second level with our flashlights. Only two infected lay on the floor at the terminus of long bloody smears. Both had been wounded by the grenade blast. They’d tried to come up after us, but there is only so much a body can do with broken bones, gaping wounds, and lost blood, even if it can’t feel the pain.

One of the infected was a man, the other, a woman, shattered and dying, grasping for something they’d never reach, each a metaphor for the earth they’d soon leave.

I followed Murphy past the scattered containers on the floor. Without a hint of emotion, he put a bullet into each.

Pained moans still came from the lower room of the bunker.

I said, “More wounded. Be careful when you go down the stairs, Murphy.”

Murphy nodded but didn’t speak. He was tense. His smile was gone. He clearly held unrealistic hopes or unwelcome fears that he would find his sister among the bodies. Perhaps the tiny comfort of knowing that she was dead was better than perpetual ambiguity.

The door to the lower level was completely blown off of its hinges. It lay bent on the floor. Murphy stepped around it and took up a position against the wall next to the doorway. Seeing that we weren’t going to go in blind, I positioned myself several long paces from the door but in a place that allowed me to see partially inside the room.

I shined my light in and saw blood and blast marks on the wall. That was just a preview of the carnage that awaited us.

Murphy called out, “Hey! Is there anybody down there?”

A weak, female voice called back, “Yes.”

I was both relieved and surprised.

“How many?” Murphy asked.

“What?” The voice was irritated.

Good God. I shouted, “Look, we’re coming in. Don’t shoot us. Okay?”

“Okay,” the girl’s voice said.

Murphy took a deep breath, and said, “Here goes.”

The stairs creaked and I followed him into the room in the same fashion that we’d come down to level two.

In my flashlight’s beam, I saw a severed leg and an arm on the stairs. Below, on the floor, in a large pool of blood, I saw their owners. There were at least five dead on or around the stairs. The last of the wounded were on the floor at the bottom. Murphy dispatched those.

We stopped and listened as I shined my light down the length of the third level. The room was wider than the two rooms above and nearly twice as long, cut right into the limestone bedrock with a row of steel support beams down its center. Across the floor and against the walls were scattered the ghastly remains of more bodies than I could count.

In the far corner, I spotted a pair of eyes looking back at me from behind a large fiberglass cistern.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“Uh-huh,” the girl said.

“Are there any more infected that we don’t know about?” I asked.

“No. I think you killed them all.”

Murphy’s light illuminated the girl, adding to the glow of my light so that we could make out the features of her face.

Murphy’s shoulders drooped and his breath flowed out in a disappointed sigh. I guessed that she wasn’t his sister.




Chapter 16

When we stepped out of the bunker, the eastern sky was starting to grow gray.

The girl, Mandi, gasped and started to cry when she looked past the bloody bodies of the infected around the entrance and saw the devastation. It seemed that the final wisps of hope that had kept her alive in that bloody pit were blowing away in the wind with the ashes of her neighborhood.

Mandi was covered from head to toe in the most disgusting combination of blood and human filth that I could imagine, but Murphy didn’t hesitate to wrap a comforting arm around her.

Between her tears, Mandi said, “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. You should have left me down there. I…I…”

“It looks worse than it is,” Murphy told her.

I shook my head, “No, no it doesn’t.”

Mandi shuddered and buried her face in Murphy’s shirt.

“Dude!” Murphy scolded me.

“Sugarcoating it doesn’t do any good, so I’ve heard,” I countered.

Murphy said, “But the whole world isn’t burned up, Zed. Just this part.”

I said, “Yeah, but you know as well as I do that everything else in Austin isn’t any better than this. It’s just different.”

Murphy glared at me.

“Sorry.” I probably shouldn’t have been so blunt about it. But I was out of energy for niceties. I was used up. I needed sleep.

My body reached a point where the adrenaline and caffeine could no longer drive it forward. I wished that the desensitization to pain that came with the virus would find its way into my aching head.

While Mandi cried herself out and Murphy held her, I sat down on the tire rim I’d used earlier that morning and watched the dead, eastern sky slowly change color.

All the busy, buzzing noise of life was gone. No cars, no jets, no bugs, and no birds. All I heard were the very gentle sounds of grainy bits of ash moving in the wind and Mandi’s occasional sobs muffled in Murphy’s shirt.

Wind, tears, and gray sky over a gray land. Sad, but simple.

Simple.

I breathed in. I breathed out.

It was my only responsibility for the moment. It was all I wanted.

Breathe.

Mandi’s voice broke the calm when she told Murphy, “I’m okay. I’m okay.” She stepped out of his arms, disturbing the ash and kicking it up in the wind. She cast her puffy eyes across the smoldering gray. “How bad is it, really? No sugarcoating.”

I didn’t respond. I stared at the horizon and tried to tune out the sound of Murphy’s voice as he gave her the highlights. His version wasn’t harsh, but he was honest.

Mandi took it better than I would have guessed, given her tears only moments before.

When Murphy finished, the sun was attempting to paint the sky in vibrant morning colors that conflicted with my mood. I turned away and asked, “How long have you been down there, Mandi?”

“What day is it?” she asked.

I answered, “Saturday, I think.”

“I came down with my dad, my mom, and my brother on Wednesday, when everything really started to go crazy,” Mandi told us.

Murphy said, “So you’ve been down there since Wednesday?”

Mandi confirmed with a nod. “Yes.”

“How many of you were there?” Murphy asked.

Mandi answered, “I don’t know, maybe ten when we got here. We lived down the street. We knew the bunker was here. Everybody knew. When we got here, we didn’t recognize most of the people. There was Mr. and Mrs. Simpkins, from a couple of houses down. There were some stoners that lived on the corner and there were some guys that looked like gangsters.”

Mandi drew deep a breath and sat down on a blackened metal something-or-other. “This big tattooed guy named Mutt was in charge.”

“Mutt?” I asked in disbelief.

“That’s what they called him. He wore a black sleeveless t-shirt and a do-rag. And he had tattoos all over his arms. And the guys with him all had tattoos and baggy gangster pants. A couple of them had guns; I’m sure they all had knives. Mutt had a face that looked like it was used to frowning. He looked mean. But he was in charge and everybody just accepted that. Maybe they were afraid of him. I was.”

I asked, “Do you think this was their gangster hideout, or hangout, or whatever?”

“I don’t know, Zed. Is it important?”

“It might be. But go ahead.”

“That first day, people kept coming down a few at a time, sometimes whole families. The bunker started to get crowded.”

Murphy asked, “Were you all down here on the third level?”

Mandi shook her head. “No, we were on all the levels.”

Then Murphy asked, “How did you all end up locked at the bottom?”

“I’ll get to that, Murphy.”

Murphy nodded and Mandi continued. “By the end of the first day, Mutt and his guys decided that we didn’t have enough food and water so they started telling people that they couldn’t come in unless they brought some with them.”

“Where is that food now?” Murphy asked.

Mandi said, “It was stored down on three. There wasn’t that much. I think it’s all gone now.”

“Oh,” said Murphy, flatly.

“On Thursday, Mutt started to send guys out to get provisions. Early in the day, they mostly came back. By the end of the day, they mostly didn’t. Fewer and fewer people showed up outside the bunker and wanted in. The bunker was crowded and the people didn’t always have food or water, but Mutt, as mean as he seemed like he was, still let them in.”

I asked, “Did you know what was going on outside?”

Mandi answered, “Yes. There were some radios. People’s phones were still working. I think in the end, that’s why Mutt still let people come in. Everybody knew how bad things were getting outside.”

Mandi paused to compose herself before she continued. “It was late Thursday night, maybe early Friday morning, I’m not sure. I’d already gone to sleep. My mom and dad and I were sleeping on the second level when the commotion woke us up. I don’t know if infected people were already in the bunker and just started to turn overnight. Maybe when they were letting people in, the infected rushed the door. I think maybe that’s what happened”

“Why?” Murphy asked.

“I’ll get to that in a minute. I don’t want to get off track or I’ll lose my place.”

“Okay.”

“I don’t know how many infected were on the first level but at first that’s where they all were. Everybody ran down to three. There was screaming and shooting. It was awful. My mom, dad, and brother were way back by the far wall. We were all so scared. After a while, Mutt came in and slammed the door shut behind him. We heard the infected screaming outside, beating on the door. Mutt put the bar on the door and then one of his guys put padlocks on the bar so that it couldn’t be taken off. That’s when he told us that nobody else was coming in. The padlocks were there to ensure that the door stayed closed.”

“That’s how you got locked in?” I asked.

“Yes,” Mandi answered, “and that’s why I think the infected came in from the outside. I don’t know if Mutt would have locked the door like that if there had been infected in the bunker already. I think he thought he was doing the right thing when he locked it but he wasn’t.”

I asked, “Because somebody locked in with you was already infected?”

Mandi nodded and silent tears rolled down her cheeks again. “I don’t know how many of us were down there. It was so crowded. We only had a few flashlights. There was a battery-operated lantern that hung from the ceiling, but Mutt wouldn’t let us leave it on. Nobody wanted to be in the dark, but we knew we needed to conserve our batteries. It was late. It was dark. People were tired, so they started to lie down and go to sleep.

“I was so afraid to go to sleep, but it was pitch black which made it worst. I kept staring into the blackness, imagining that I saw shapes forming and moving and coming at me. Eventually, I dozed off.”

Murphy asked, “What happened then?”

Mandi shook her head. “I don’t know how long I slept. I woke up to an awful, horrible scream. People had flashlights turned on, but they didn’t provide much light, and they always seemed to be pointed at the wrong thing. The infected were in the room. I don’t know how many at first, two or three, maybe. Mutt was one of them.”

“Oh, no,” I said.

“There was a fight that got bigger. It was like a slow-motion riot. Some people got injured. Some people turned. Others struggled. People were killed. More turned. When they finally shot Mutt, nobody could find the keys to the locks. Things were out of hand by then. It was hard to know who was or wasn’t infected. I could see flashes from gunshots, and they sounded like thunder claps bouncing off of the stone walls. Flashlight beams waved around the room. It was hard to see what was going on. Everybody was screaming or yelling. It was so, so bad.”

Murphy said, “What happened to you? You’re not infected. How did you make it through?”

“Somewhere in the scuffle, with the crowd surging back and forth, I got knocked against the wall, and I blacked out. I don’t know how long I was out. I know that when I came to, the room was pitch black again, but it wasn’t silent. I heard what sounded like dogs eating and tearing at clothes and meat. I heard people snarl at each other like animals. Those were the sounds that the infected make. Somebody was laying on me and other people were laying by me, close enough to touch. They didn’t move. They didn’t breathe.”

“They were dead?” Murphy asked unnecessarily.

Mandi nodded. “I was so scared, I was afraid to move so I just laid there under the dead, dreading the moment when the infected would find me and kill me. I knew they would. I just knew it.”

“It sounds like you had a good hiding place,” I observed.

“It was never going to last. Three separate times, while I was laying there in the darkness, the infected found somebody who was still healthy. Each time was the same; cursing, scuffling, shrieking. The infected would converge on the sound and then there’d be more screaming, awful screaming, tearing clothes, and breaking bones.”

Mandi shuddered, lost control of her tears, and cried out loud.

Murphy put his arm around her again and pulled her close.

After a while, Mandi said, “I knew I was going to die a horrible death. The infected were going to find me. It was inevitable. But then I heard you guys.”

Mandi took a deep breath to collect herself. “The infected in the room went crazy when they heard you outside the door. That’s when I knew that I had a hope, not a chance, but a tiny, nearly invisible bit of hope. While they were still being noisy, I crawled out from under the corpses that had kept me hidden and I followed the wall around the room. On the way, I found a big flashlight, one of those long old metal ones that’s shaped like a baton. That was my weapon. I was determined that if any of the infected got their hands on me, then I wasn’t going to let them kill me without a fight.

“After a while, I heard most of them go back to eating wherever they’d been eating. I found my way up to the stairs and I pushed myself into a corner and I waited. I don’t know how long I waited. Eventually, all of the infected started to make those sleepy sounds they make. But I didn’t hear you guys out here anymore. I was so afraid that I’d waited too long. You don’t know how difficult it was, how afraid I was.”

More tears flowed.

I didn’t know what to say in the face of so much painful emotion. I was glad that Murphy had taken it upon himself to comfort her.

“I found a quarter in my pocket. I used that when I finally got up the nerve to tap on the door. It took so long to get a response. Do you know what it feels like when your last hope dies?” Mandi cried some more.

I wanted to answer yes. The Ogre taught me that lesson a long time ago.

“I thought…I thought…Well, it doesn’t matter. You did respond. One of you did, anyway. Thank you. Thank you so much.”

Murphy said, “It was Zed who heard it. It was Zed who insisted that you were in there.”

I said, “We got you out together, Mandi. Neither one of us could have done it alone.”




Chapter 17

 

I awoke looking at the bunker’s concrete ceiling. Murphy sat nearby, busying his hands with the parts of a handgun that I didn’t recognize. He glanced at me and said, “Good morning, sunshine.”

Mandi was still asleep so I spoke softly. “Good morning, Murphy.”

“I thought you were going to sleep all day,” he said.

I tainted my tone of voice with a little indignation and said, “I think I earned it. What time is it?”

“How would I know?”

“What?”

“Zed, you know my watch is still at the county jail.”

I rolled my eyes. “So it could be seven in the morning.”

“Heh, heh, heh. Don’t get your panties in a wad, man. I’m just messing with you.”

“Sorry. I could use some coffee.”

“You and me both.”

“What’s that you‘ve got there, Murphy?”

“While you guys were sleeping, I went down to level three to root around and see what I could find, which was pretty much nothing. But I got this Ruger nine millimeter.”

“Is it a good gun?”

“As good as any, I suppose. It’ll take the same nine millimeter ammo as the Glocks.”

“Was there any ammo down there?” I asked.

“Just a few rounds, but I found a couple of empty magazines. You and I both have plenty of ammo, at least for now. We can spare some nine mill to fill the Ruger magazines. Then Mandi will have a gun to protect herself.”

“I passed out when you guys were talking last night, Murphy. What do you think of her?”

“She seemed all right to me. What are you asking?”

I scratched my head. “I don’t know. I mean, she seemed all right to me too. I guess I just don’t want to get backstabbed by another Mark.”

“I don’t think she’s like that, man. I have a good intuition about people. I think she’s a good one.”

I shrugged. I felt like I didn’t have any kind of intuition about people. “Sounds good. Was there any food down there?”

Murphy shook his head. “Depends on your definition of food. What’s your temperature today?”

“It’s not high enough to start thinking other people are food, if that’s what you mean. Water?”

“Nothing. That big cistern down there has holes like the ones on the other levels.”

“That’s too bad. This could have been a great place to ride this whole thing out, but with everything broken or missing...” I punctuated with a shrug.

“Maybe worse than that, Zed. Without a house on top to keep it hidden, it’s a deathtrap. It’ll probably keep the infected out. I mean, if you fixed the doors that we blew. But if anybody with a few weapons wants in, well, you saw how easy it was for us to get in here.”

I rummaged in my bag for something to eat and drink. I found two packages of donuts and a bag of peanuts. I set the peanuts and a package of miniature donuts aside for Mandi and opened the remaining donuts. She was one of us for the moment, and she needed a share of the food.

Murphy added, “I saved her something too, a package of cupcakes.”

“Cool. That’ll get her started. So what do you think? Are we still at square one? We’ve got almost no water and this is the last of our food. At the moment, we’ve got no communications, so we don’t know what’s going on anywhere, and we still need a place to stay.”

“Yeah, square one,” Murphy agreed.

“What about your sister?”

Murphy’s smile slipped off of his face. “She wasn’t at the house, but that was a thin hope, anyway. Now with the whole neighborhood burned down, my only chance of finding her, if she’s still alive, is to get lucky and run into her. There’s no point in searching.”

I said, “Yeah, I’m really sorry about that, Murphy, but I think you’re right.”

With the pistol put together, Murphy started slipping nine millimeter rounds into a magazine.

I changed the subject. “I think Mandi is immune.”

“Maybe.”

“She’s been down there with all of those infected for days. She would have caught it if she wasn’t.”

“Sure. I don’t know anything about any of that. You’re the college boy, Zed, so whatever you think.”

“She’s immune, then. That’s goody-gumdrops for her, but also bad. I mean, you and I can walk around among the infected as long as they aren’t too hungry, but not Mandi. She’s lunch unless she stays hidden.”

“Yeah, but the uninfected won’t shoot her, like they will us.”

“Do you really think they’re all that way? It could be that those soldiers that killed Jerome were just…I don’t know, overzealous.”

“Zed, I’ll tell you what I think. I think you’re a little bit naïve about people’s intentions.”

I shook my head. “Nothing could be further from the truth.”

“I think that is the problem, Zed. You want to believe that this is all going to blow over, and the ones of us who are left are going to sing ‘Kumbaya,’ and then go make babies and live happily ever after, or something.”

Yes, that is what I think! I shrugged. Murphy’s summary of my hopes made them seem ridiculous.

“Zed, that’s not going to happen. Every time they see our white skin and our dilated eyes, they’re going to see the monsters that killed their brothers, or their mothers, or their sisters, or their sons. They’re going to see us as disease carriers. The uninfected hate us. They’re all afraid of us. They’ll kill us if they can.”

I shook my head, “No, Murphy, the longer we last, the more unlikely it is that anybody we come across will be immune. They won’t need to fear us.”

“Zed, that’s exactly the kind of suburban white-boy bullshit I’m talking about when I say you’re naïve.”

“What?”

“You don’t know anything about fear and hate. Fear and hate aren’t rational emotions, and they damn sure don’t depend on the existence of valid reasons. People hate because they’re afraid. People are afraid because they don’t understand. People don’t understand what we are, Zed. They don’t want to understand what we are, because they already have a belief that we’re monsters. Once people get beliefs into their heads, it’s fucking hard to change their minds, no matter how many facts come knocking on the door. As far as the world is concerned, you and I aren’t people anymore, Zed. We’re big-eyed white monsters, because we look like all the other big-eyed white monsters. White is the new black, man. How does it feel to be an oppressed minority, Zed?”

“I don’t have big eyes, Murphy.”

“Heh, heh, heh. You don’t believe me now, Zed, but you will. Give it time.”

“Mandi isn’t afraid of us,” I argued.

“Not that you know.”

“Amber –”

Murphy butted in, “…is one of the people who kicked us out of the dorm, Zed.”




Chapter 18

It was well after noon when Murphy pushed the bunker door open. Sunshine poured in, and I squinted behind my sunglasses. With my M-4 at the ready, I climbed into the blowing smoke. Surprisingly, it wasn’t nearly as hot as I’d expected.

“An August cold front.” Murphy grinned widely.

“It’s still got to be in the low nineties,” I countered, as Mandi came up between us.

“What’s the thing with you, Zed? How can you be the Null Spot and still be such a stick in the mud? If you weren’t so white, I’d have to change your superhero name to Dark Spot.”

Mandi said, “Wait. What? Zed has a superhero name?”

“Thanks, Murphy,” I said with an unimpressed glare.

Mandi said, “I think that’s neat. Why do you have a superhero name, Zed?”

Murphy laughed, “Because he keeps doing superhero shit. He’s always rushing around and saving this person or that person.”

Mandi said, “I think that’s valiant.”

I looked at Murphy. “Hah!”

Murphy grinned. “The Valiant Null Spot. I like that.”

Mandi asked, “Why is your superhero name Null Spot?”

“The Valiant Null Spot,” Murphy corrected.

“You’d have to ask Murphy. He made it up.”

Murphy said, “Man, it just sounded right.”

Mandi said, “Well, Null Spot, thank you for saving me.”

I said, “You already thanked me. And besides, it was both of us, not just me.”

“Thank you, anyway.”

“Damn, dude, say ‘you’re welcome.’” Murphy nudged me.

“You’re welcome, Mandi.”

Murphy said, “Don’t mind him, Mandi. He’s a good guy. He always wants to do the right thing. He’s just moody.”

“I think it’s okay to be moody. With everything that’s happened, I think it can be expected,” she responded.

I scanned the area for potential dangers and said, “I’m not moody.”

The smoke was thick and blowing hard in the north wind.

Around us was a fire-blackened world that faded into gray. I knew there were houses that had survived the fire, but they were beyond the range of our visibility in the smoke.

I walked toward the street in front of the house, or what used to be the house. Murphy and Mandi followed. When we reached asphalt, we headed west.

We walked between rows of dead oaks, whose blackened branches reached in futility for heaven. Burned kitchen appliances, mounds of unidentifiable junk, and partial masonry walls marked the remains of each structure we passed. Hulks of cars littered the lawns and roads. Among those lay the crusted, black bodies and bones of the dead.

Mandi spoke up. “Murphy, can I ask you a question?”

“Mandi, you don’t need to ask me if you can ask me a question. Just ask it.”

“I’m just trying to be polite.”

Murphy said, “You don’t need to be that polite.”

“Fine,” Mandi said. “Why do you smile so much?”

“Why not?”

“Doesn’t all of this make you sad?” she asked.

“It doesn’t make a difference how I feel about all of this. How I feel about it isn’t going to change any of it,” Murphy answered.

“Why then?”

“Why not?” he answered. “It’s just how I am. The world is a fucked up place, but it’s always been a fucked up place. I just choose not to let it fuck me up, if you know what I mean.”

“I guess.”

“It’s easy, Mandi. I get to choose how I’m going to feel about things. I don’t let the world tell me how I’m going to feel.”

“Murphy, that sounds like something you read on a motivational poster.”

“It doesn’t matter where I got the idea, does it? I take life as it comes. I don’t complain about the bullshit. I make the best of it and I try to be happy.”

Mandi asked, “Even in all of this? Haven’t you lost anybody you love?”

“Mandi,” I said to her, a little too harshly, but it got her attention. I shook my head.

Mandi’s face immediately creased in worry.

Murphy said, “Man, it’s okay. I mean, it’s not okay, but it is what it is. I found my mother yesterday.”

Mandi timidly asked, “Was she dead?”

“She was,” Murphy answered.

“Didn’t you like her?” Mandi asked.

“No, man, that’s a Zed thing. Me, I loved my mom and my sister.”

Mandi asked, “It didn’t make you sad?”

Murphy said, “More than that. It breaks my heart. But I choose not to let it tear me up inside. I choose to put one foot in front of the other. In life, that’s one of the only choices you ever really have. You can choose to move ahead and take control, or you can sit and let life roll over you.”

Mandi said, “You said we have two choices.”

Murphy stopped for emphasis and looked at both Mandi and me. “You get to choose how you’re going to feel about it. I choose to be happy.”

“I don’t understand how you can be happy when you just found out your mom was dead,” Mandi said.

“I’m a complex human being with complex emotions. I can be unhappy about my mom and still be the same happy guy I’ve always been. I don’t have to let it ruin me.”

We all walked on a bit and Mandi concluded, “I’ll have to think about your philosophy, Murphy.”

I said, “I think I need to get a what-would-Murphy-do bracelet.”

Murphy said, “They sell them online.”

“Really?” Mandi asked.

Murphy laughed.

I said, “No, not really.”

Mandi said, “Well, I didn’t know. I don’t know you well enough to know if you’re kidding.”

Half a block later, Mandi asked, “Is it safe to be out here?”

“We think that the infected stay away from the smoke, I replied. “I think they understand that smoke means fire and like any animal with half a brain, they’re afraid of the fire. I think we’re fine for the moment.”

Mandi said, “I have half a brain and I’m not afraid of fire.”

Murphy burst out with a big laugh that carried for blocks. “That’s because you didn’t see the fire that we saw yesterday. Man, that damn near scared the shit out of me. And I don’t mean metaphorically. I mean, I nearly shit my pants.”

Mandi asked, “Was it bad? I mean to actually see it?”

I said, “I don’t know why we’re alive right now. We should be dead.”

Mandi’s face showed a pained expression. I couldn’t tell whether she was sincere or trying too hard to appear that way. She asked, “Can I ask another question?”

I said, “I thought you and Murphy agreed that you didn’t have to ask if you can ask a question.”

“I’m sorry. It’s a habit.”

“No sweat,” I answered. “What do you want to ask?”

“Why do you and Murphy act normal, but you look infected?”

I hesitated. “Murphy likes to talk. I’ll let him explain it.”




Chapter 19

We saw nothing alive as we walked through the destruction. But slowly, the smoke dwindled to a gray haze that floated around us like a thin layer of fog. Above was cloudless, peaceful blue. The sky was a hope of something better, but like everything better, it lay beyond reach.

Murphy and Mandi had fallen silent by the time we came to a block of houses left untouched by the fire.

On one side of the street lay nothing but mounds of ash and the metallic innards of family homes. On the other side of the street, the grass and leaves were wilted by the heat, the lawns cluttered with the detritus of a post-virus world. The houses bore their scars but were generally intact.

Still leading the way, I selected one of a dozen two-story tract homes and headed for the front door. There was no vehicle in the carport and none parked on the street in front of the house. My deduction was that the owners had gotten out of town when things got bad. Hence, there was little chance of us finding an occupant in the house, infected or otherwise. With Murphy’s arguments about the danger of people fresh in my mind, unoccupied houses would be safer.

The grass on the lawn was mostly green, but dry enough to crunch underfoot as we crossed it. The hedges were well-groomed and healthy. The flowers hanging over the edges of the pots on the porch were once lush, but had turned dry and brown. Wilted petals lay scattered.

The front door was closed, so I stepped up to the porch and tried the knob. It refused to turn. Murphy stopped on the first step. Mandi stayed on the walkway.

I looked up and down the street out of habit.

I’m not sure why, but I rang the doorbell. It chimed inside.

Having chosen the path of good manners, I knocked on the door a moment later.

I waited but heard nothing from inside. I rang the doorbell again.

Murphy said, “That’s weird.”

“What?” I asked.

“The doorbell.”

“Yeah?”

“They still have electricity.”

“Hmm.”

“You’d think the fire would have burned the lines or something.”

I said, “Yeah, I guess you’re right. What do you say we go around back and see if the back door is open?

Murphy said, “I can kick it in.”

I said, “Let’s not.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. I mean, I don’t know where we’re going to end up in the long run, but I’m starting to think that if we have a list of places like this one, with front doors that lock, they might come in handy one day.”

“If you say so.”

“Not really. I mean, we might never come back here. I don’t know. Let’s just check around back.”

Murphy said, “C’mon, Mandi. We’re going around back.”

Murphy and Mandi filed off toward the side of the house and I followed. We crossed the carport and skirted a large oily spot in its center. Murphy and Mandi walked through a gap in a hedge and disappeared beside the house.

A storage room at the back of the carport caught my curiosity and I said, “Murphy, I’m going to check to see if there’s anything useful in here.”

“Okay,” Murphy’s answer carried back through the leaves.

In a nice surprise, the storeroom door was not locked. I cautiously pulled it open and softly said, “Hello?”

Nothing. No sound at all.

I waited a few seconds and peeked in. It smelled of oil, gasoline, potting soil, and dry grass. It was small, but well-organized. A lawn mower sat on the floor. A few rakes, shovels, a hedge trimmer, and a tree branch cutter hung on the wall. Beside those tools hung a sledgehammer, an axe, and a machete. “Well how about that?”

There were bags of fertilizer stacked on the floor. My first thought was that those were useless. Then I wondered about the recipe for constructing a bomb with fertilizer and diesel fuel. I had no need of such a bomb at the moment, but the world had turned into a very violent place. Who knew what might prove useful in the future? I made a mental note.

Two gas cans sat on the floor beside the lawn mower, one full, one empty. Another mental note.

I slipped the sheathed machete into my belt. I grabbed the hatchet. The machete was a keeper, but Murphy might appreciate the hatchet.

I closed the door behind me as I stepped out, cautiously looking around as I did. Slow, smart, and safe was better than fast, dumb, and dead.

I walked through the gap in the hedge and into a shadowy tunnel under the thick foliage of the overhanging trees. Mosquitoes, hungry for a snack, swarmed out of their hiding places and buzzed in my ears.

The gate to the chain-link fence hung open and I hurried through without a sound.

Once in the backyard, I saw a long row of charred yards, bordered by burned-out houses and separated by a chain-link fence. Several backyard widths away, the fence was pushed flat against the ground by the weight of several hundred immolated bodies, caught by the flames in an apparent attempt to escape. Their piled corpses smoldered and stank.

Sobbing caught my attention. I looked to my left.

Mandi sat on the back porch on a piece of lawn furniture with her face in her hands, crying softly. One of Murphy’s big hands rested on her shoulder, comforting again. When he saw me, he shrugged, but said nothing.

I walked up beside them. I wasn’t the nurturing type so no words found their way to my lips. I laid the hatchet on the table and said to Murphy, “If you want it.”

Murphy nodded.

I went over and checked the back door. The knob turned and the door swung open.

I didn’t expect anyone or anything to be inside, but I drew my pistol as a matter of course and went in.

The house was warm and dimly lit. The curtains were all pulled closed. I sniffed the air. I smelled nothing dead.

Everything was tidy. Pictures hung on the wall. Dehydrated houseplants sat on shelves. The furniture was sparse, but well-organized. The kitchen counters were clean. There were no dishes in the sink.

I thought about my apartment and hoped that no survivor found their way in. I hadn’t cleaned in weeks. The mess was embarrassing.

I went down the short hallway off of the living room and checked the first door on the left, a bathroom. There was no one inside.

Across the hall, a door hung, nearly closed. I pushed it open with the toe of my boot, holding my pistol out in front of me just like the police and soldiers I’d seen in a thousand movies.

A bedroom. Empty.

Before heading up the stairs, I took a moment to listen to the sounds in the house. I heard no creaking from the floor above. I heard no human sounds.

I took my time climbing the stairs, opting for silence over speed.

An eight-foot wide rectangular landing at the top of the stairs provided access to three doors, two open, one closed.

One open door led into a small, vacant bathroom.

I stepped across the landing for a view into a room used as an office. It was orderly, with a tidy desk. I spied a phone charger there that I thought might work on my phone. I took a moment to pull the cord from the wall and pocket it. The closet held nothing of concern: a file cabinet and storage boxes.

Out of the room and back across the landing, the last door was ajar, just like the bedroom door downstairs. I nudged the door gently with my elbow and it swung open.

A man sat on the edge of a bed, straight back, feet flat on the floor, palms on his thighs, staring through partially open blinds at the mound of corpses in the distance.

I pointed the gun and braced myself to pull the trigger.

“Hey,” I said.

No response. No movement.

Could he be dead in that position?

“Hey.”

Not the slightest move.

What the fuck?

I edged my way into the room, careful to keep myself positioned with my pistol pointed at his chest.

The man’s skin was pale like mine. He was infected.

My finger rested on the trigger of my pistol and I wrestled with the choice of shooting or not.

He’s infected. He’s a threat!

But he was just sitting there. Was he a monster? Was he like me? Or was he something else?

As I came around to his side, I saw that his eyes were open. Tears left shiny tracks down the coarse skin of his cheeks. His middle-aged face was frozen sadness. I saw his chest move ever so slightly in and out. He was alive.

“Hey, man,” I said.

Still, he did not respond.

I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t want to touch him. Mostly I didn’t want to put myself within arm’s reach of an infected without Murphy’s gun there to back me up.

After several long minutes of indecision, I inched my way out of the room and quietly pulled the door shut behind me.

I stepped quickly down the stairs to the living room and got to the bottom just as Murphy and Mandi were coming in the back door.

Murphy’s smile flashed instantly to worry when he saw me. “What?”

“There’s an infected guy upstairs,” I answered.

Murphy’s M-4 was up in an instant.

“I don’t know what his deal is. He might be a slow burn like us, but he’s catatonic.”

“Catatonic?” Mandi asked.

“He’s just sitting there, staring out the window. He wouldn’t answer when I talked to him. He wouldn’t look at me. He wouldn’t move. His skin was pale, so I know he’s infected, but he didn’t react to me at all.”

“That’s weird,” Murphy said. “What are you thinking we should do?”

“Honestly, I almost shot him.”

Murphy said, “You almost shot him just because he was infected.”

I nodded.

Murphy went on, “Even though he wasn’t a danger.”

“I don’t know if he is or not.”

“But he just sat there?”

“Yes.”

“Uh, huh.” Murphy stared me down. “You know where I’m going with this, right?”

“Trust me, Murphy. The irony of it isn’t lost on me. I don’t know what we should do about him, but I do know one thing.”

Murphy asked, “And that is?”

“That you were right,” I answered.

“About?”

I hesitated.

“C’mon, Zed. You can say it.”

I huffed and rattled, “You and me are infected. The uninfected will always fear us. To them, we’ll always be monsters.“

Murphy nodded.

I said, “I’m really starting to hate this fuckin’ world.”

“So what do you want to do with him?” Murphy asked.

“I’m not going to shoot him. I guess we could get some food and water, get out of here, and just leave him alone. I don’t know.”

Mandi protested. “We can’t just leave him.”

“Mandi,” I said, “we don’t know anything about this guy. We don’t know if he’s dangerous, or what. Maybe he’s just sitting there until he gets hungry again, and then he’ll have one of us for lunch.”

Murphy added, “He might. These infected act pretty weird. Who knows what he’s up to.”

Mandi shook her head. “Or maybe he’s just like you guys.”

I said, “Maybe something like us, but not just like us. There’s something really wrong with this guy.”

“What do you want to do, then?” Murphy asked me.

Mandi started toward the stairs. “If you guys can’t figure out what to do, I’ll go upstairs and see what’s wrong with him.”

I raised a hand. “No, I don’t think that’s a good idea. Mandi, that big heart of yours is going to get you killed if you’re not careful. You can’t just run around acting like you acted last week. Things are different now.” I waited for her full attention. “There’s no telling what he’ll do when he sees an uninfected person come in.”

“Well, we can’t just do nothing, Zed.”

“Yes we can.” Murphy nodded emphatically.

Mandi glared at me.

I said, “Shit. Fine. Murphy, you come up and keep your gun on the guy. I’ll go in and try a little harder to get his attention. But if he jumps at me or tries to bite me, shoot him. I don’t need any more God damned bites.”

Relieved, Mandi said, “Good.”

I said, “One condition, Mandi. You’re staying down here.”

Mandi didn’t like that one bit. “You’re not my dad, Zed. You can’t just boss me around.”

Murphy grinned and giggled.

“Mandi,” I took a deep breath, “I’m not trying to be your dad. I’m just…Look, you just came out of that bunker, and you lived through that, so I know you’re tough, but when you saw all those bodies piled and burned out back, you fell apart and cried.”

Mandi threw her hands on her hips and stepped up in front of me. “That doesn’t make me fragile, Zed.”

“I’m just looking out for you, Mandi. If we have to shoot this guy down, don’t you have enough gruesome images in your head? Do you really need one more right now? Look, you do whatever you want. Just don’t get in our way. Like I said, I don’t want any more of those fuckers biting me.” I turned and headed up the stairs, making no effort to be quiet.

Murphy clomped up after. Mandi’s tiny feet came up last.

I swung the bedroom door open and stepped in. Murphy took a position in the doorway with his M-4 pointed at the guy’s back. Mandi peeked around Murphy.

I shuffled around the bed in the narrow gap between the mattress and the wall. The guy hadn’t moved a bit since my first visit. He just stared at the pile of charred bodies spread across his neighbors’ back yards. I wondered if his friends, wife, or child might be among the dead. I wondered whether the mental stress was too much for his brain to handle, or whether in despair, he had just given up, just shut down.

“Hey,” I said as I stood just beyond arm’s reach.

Of course, no response.

Nothing ever just fucking works out by itself anymore.

I looked over at Murphy to ensure myself that his gun was pointed in the right place.

The Ogre and the Harpy.

I pulled my pistol down to my hip but kept it pointed at the man, gunslinger style. I knew my aim would be terrible shooting from the hip, but at a distance of a few feet, I doubted I could miss.

I stepped closer and reached out with my other hand and touched the man on the shoulder. “Hey.”

He very deliberately turned his middle-aged face toward me, but the eyes that blinked at his tears were those of a child.

“Man, are you okay?” I asked.

He blinked twice more, but said nothing.

“Do you understand me?”

The man’s facial expression changed slowly. He was confused, but after a moment, he nodded.

I glanced over at Murphy. He shook his head and shrugged. Mandi looked anxious, but clearly happy that we weren’t shooting.

Yet.

“Can you speak?”

The guy just looked at me.

“Is this your house?”

Another blank stare.

“Are you able to move? Can you stand?”

The guy furrowed his brow in concentration. He nodded.

Frustrating!

“Will you stand?”

Slowly, the man stood up beside the bed and faced me.

“Can you walk?”

Another nod.

“Why don’t you follow me into the kitchen?”

I backpedaled in the narrow space between the bed and the wall until I was out of the room, keeping my eye on the guy and keeping my pistol pointed at him.

“Murphy, once he sees Mandi, be ready.”

Mandi asked, “Why?”

I answered, “Because you’re not infected.”

“Oh.”

Once we got downstairs to the living room, I asked, “Mandi, would you check around and see if you can find a thermometer, please?”

I brought the guy into the kitchen and asked him to sit down, which he did. He was certainly compliant.

“What do you think, Murphy?”

“I don’t know man. I think his brain is fried or he’s gone off the deep end. I’m surprised he’s not dead already. Man, what do you think?”

I answered, “I don’t know what to think. I’m wondering about something Jerome told me.”

“Jerome the Liar?”

“Yeah, Jerome the Liar.” I let my tone tell Murphy that that little conversational dance was starting to get irritating. “He said that not all of us slow burns end up at the same temperature and that the higher your temperature, the lower your brain functions. Maybe this guy is high enough to be like this, but not quite high enough to be a monster.”

Murphy reiterated his point. “Based on what Jerome said, right?”

“Look Murphy, I don’t know if everything that Jerome said was bullshit or not.”

Murphy shook his head and stepped back a bit, “But you do know that everything he knew about the disease, he learned on the internet.”

“Yeah, but that doesn’t necessarily make it untrue.”

“When you have a liar tell you something he learned on the world’s biggest repository of lies, I don’t know how probability works, but I think whatever probabilistic equation explains that situation will tell you that he was probably full of shit.”

“What?”

“You know, x plus y times q squared equals turd. Heh, heh, heh.”

Mandi came into the kitchen. “I found this thermometer in the medicine cabinet. It’s one of those ones that you just shine in your ear and it reads out the temperature digitally.”

I said, “Perfect.”

Mandi raised her hand. There was something dangling from it. “I also found this.”

Murphy asked, “What’s that?”

“It’s his badge,” Mandi told him. “He worked at the highway department. His name is Russell Coronado.”

“Russell Coronado. Hmm.”

Mandi handed me the thermometer and I holstered my pistol. Russell was seeming less and less like a danger, but I didn’t know what to think of him. “Russell, I’m going to check your temperature. Is that okay?”

Russell just looked at me.

Whatever.

I put the thermometer to his ear and clicked the trigger. Russell didn’t react.

I read the thermometer’s display out loud. “One-oh-two point three.”

“That’s high,” said Mandi.

“For a normal person,” I said. “Here, Murphy. Check Mandi.”

Mandi came in at 98.6, exactly normal. My temperature was 99.4 and Murphy was 99.9.

For Mandi’s benefit, I said, “This guy Jerome told us…”

Murphy interrupted, “Jerome the Liar.”

I rolled my eyes. “Yes, Jerome the Liar…”

Mandi asked, “Who’s Jerome, again?”

“Jerome got Karma-lized,” Murphy busted out laughing.

Mandi got cross and asked, “Caramelized? What?”

I didn’t know whether to smile, get angry at Murphy, or get angry at Jerome for all he’d done. I said, “It’s a pun, I think.”

Murphy said, “I’m not trying to be mean. Jerome got killed, but it’s like he was trying to deserve it.”

I nodded.

Mandi asked, “Why do you call him Jerome the Liar?”

I said, “Tell you what, let’s see if there’s any food or water first. Jerome is a long story. We can talk about it after we find something to eat.” I crossed the kitchen and opened a door that looked like it could be the pantry.

Murphy checked the kitchen sink for water pressure.

“I’ll check the fridge,” Mandi offered.

“No water,” Murphy said, playing with the knobs.

“There’s plenty of stuff in here,” I said.

“Jackpot!” Mandi said, pulling a bottled soda out of the fridge. “It’s cold.”

“I told you the electricity was still on,” said Murphy.

I accepted a cold soda from Mandi and gulped a third of it down. “I’m curious about the electricity thing. Keep an eye on Russell.”

I headed for the back door. Russell got up and followed.

Oh, well.

Mandi pulled a single-serving frozen dinner out of the freezer. “I’m having lasagna. What do you guys want?”

Murphy was watching Russell follow me and asked, “What’s up with that?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. Mandi, cook me anything. Throw something in for Russell, too.”

Back outside on the porch, the site of the burned bodies piled along the fence line made me cringe. Russell stopped beside me and stared.

There were men, women, and children. Blackened hands reached out in permanent desperation. Faces were petrified in agony. They lay every which way imaginable, many trampled under the feet of the others, many clawing their way away from the terrible flames, all frozen in their dying pose, with clothes and hair burned away, skin blackened or gone, exposed red flesh rotting in the heat.

The macabre corpses grasped my attention and refused to let go. I wondered about the people in that pile, who they were, what they did for a living. I wondered how many used to be pretty girls, which ones were doctors or teachers. I wondered how many children in that pile would never grow up, how many of those kids’ last days and last hours were spent running and screaming in terror, chased by rabid white monsters.

I wanted to look away but was transfixed. I didn’t even blink. The image slowly cooked itself into my memory. It was the kind of vision that hardens your heart or shatters your soul.

“Don’t stare at it, man,” Murphy said.

“You snuck up on me, Murphy,” I said.

“You were in a daze. Your sesame chicken is done. You want to eat out here?”

“No fuckin’ way,” I answered. “Uhm, it’ll be safer in the house. I just came out to see what the deal was with the electric lines.”

I walked out into the yard. Russell followed. Indeed, there was a pole at the corner of the yard. A line ran each toward our house and the house next door. Three broken, blackened cables hung off the other side of the pole. I pointed, “What the hell?”

Murphy asked, “So where’s the electricity coming from?”

I followed the lines back to the house with my eyes as I walked farther out into the yard. Russell stayed with me.

“Looks like you’ve got a new best friend, Zed.”

“Whatever.”

The line connected to the house just under the eaves at the back corner. Looking up onto the back roof, I saw rows of shiny, dark gray glass. “Look, Murphy. Solar panels. All across the roof.”

Murphy walked away from the porch so that he could see onto the roof as well. “I’ll be damned. They really do work.”

Like a puppy, Russell stayed on my heels and followed me back into the house. I went into the kitchen, where Mandi had set the table for four, with a microwaved dinner and a cold bottle of soda at each place setting.

I plugged my phone in and left it on the kitchen counter to charge while I sat down at the table. Russell took a seat beside me.

“I think he likes you,” Mandi joked.

I rolled my eyes. “We should have picked a different house.”

Murphy and Mandi sat down with us and I started to eat. I felt a measure of relief when Russell picked up his fork and started on his meal. If he hadn’t been capable of feeding himself, I didn’t know what we’d have done with him. Civilization had regressed past the luxury of providing care for invalids.

Also to my relief, Russell showed no undue interest in Mandi. Whatever cannibalistic tendencies lived in the squirming little brains of the other infected, Russell didn’t seem to have those.

As we ate, I told Mandi the story of Jerome, which, of course, led to the stories about our escapes from the gym and the jail. Mandi told us a little about herself. She worked part-time at a daycare for special needs children and went to school at the community college. She’d lived her whole life in Austin, in a house that was now ash, in a neighborhood that was gone.

After we finished eating and sat around the table, enjoying a moment of anachronistic normalcy, Mandi asked, “Can I say something?”

“You’re too polite,” Murphy observed.

I nodded. “I agree with Murphy, but go ahead.”

“I just want to say that I’m sorry.”

“Say what?”

I asked, “What are you sorry for?”

Mandi answered, “I’m sorry for crying on the back porch when we got here.”

I said, “Don’t worry about it.”

She nodded and said nothing for few moments while she collected her thoughts. “All those people burned to death back there…Do you think they were…do you think they were infected?”

“I’m sure they were,” I lied. In truth, I had no way of knowing.

“Yeah,” Murphy agreed. “They were infected who got caught by the fire. The infected aren’t that bright.”

Mandi argued, “Smart people get caught in fires, too.”

“Mandi, it doesn’t matter, not one single bit,” I said. “Not to sound cruel, but they’re dead. We can’t do anything about it.” My voice rose, perhaps more as a way to hide from my own weakness than to scold Mandi for hers. “If we’d been here when it happened, we wouldn’t have been able to do anything about it. We’re all alive in a world that isn’t like the one we grew up in. We need to figure out how to deal with it. If not, we’ll die.”

“Dude,” admonished Murphy.

Mandi looked down at her plastic tray and fidgeted with a noodle for a moment. When she looked up, her eyes held restrained tears. “You don’t have to be harsh, Zed.”

I took a moment to think about what I wanted to say before I continued. “Mandi, I don’t mean to be an insensitive prick, but our new reality is harsh and violent. We all know it. We’ve all dealt with it firsthand, or we wouldn’t be here.

“Mandi, like I said before, I know you can be tough. And I do appreciate that you’re such a sweet girl that you feel like you have to ask for permission to ask a question. That kind of overly polite bullshit behavior probably served you well before, but it’ll just get you killed. Now, you need to be that tough girl that survived all those days in that bunker.”

Mandi, with an edge in her voice asked, “Why can’t I be both?”

I said, “I’m sure you can. Just don’t be too polite to stay alive.”

“And who are you, Zed? What part of yourself did you give up to be tough enough for today’s world?” Mandi said it as derisively as her excessive manners would allow, which made it all the more harsh.

Murphy said, “Now kids. We don’t need to argue.”

In a calm voice I said, “It’s cool, Murphy. Mandi, I’m not trying to offend you. I’m really not. You seem like a really, really nice person. I wish I’d known you before all of this went down. But to answer your question, I came into this world hardwired for success, and I think Murphy did, too.”

Mandi laughed out loud. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

Murphy scoffed, “This one might be good enough to listen to. Heh, heh, heh.”

I said, “It’s like you said this morning, Murphy, when you were talking to Mandi. You put a smile on your face and take the world as it comes. You don’t attach your happiness to any false expectations of reality. You don’t expect the world to give you a big house and an expensive car and fat wife—”

“—Hey!” Murphy cut in, “Who said anything about a fat wife?”

I continued, “—you’re not going to be unhappy without those things. You’re happy with what you have, not with what you think you should have. More importantly, you don’t wallow in the tears over what you’ve lost. Not many people are like that, Murphy.”

I took a big gulp of soda and continued. “As for me, I’m kind of the opposite of Murphy, but with a similar benefit. I had a pair of sub-optimal parents.”

Mandi giggled, “Sub-optimal?”

Murphy said, “He has a philosophy degree. He makes things more complicated than they need to be.”

I ignored them both. “I don’t get attached to things and people, like most folks. That’s to say that in yesterday’s world, I could probably have been considered emotionally unhealthy. I was too detached. In today’s world, that works well for me. All the despair and horror drift by without affecting me.”

Murphy disagreed, “Dude, I’m not sure that’s true.”

“It’s true enough,” I argued.

Mandi said, “I like Murphy’s approach better.”

I said, “You don’t have to pick one or the other, just find a way within who you are to suck it up and deal with today. That’s all I’m saying.”

“Then why didn’t you just say that?” asked Mandi.

“Like Murphy said, I’m a philosophy graduate.”

Murphy laughed.

 
 




Chapter 20

It was after four o’clock. I was in the upstairs office since it had a window that opened to the front of the house and one that opened to the back. I sat at the desk, which, unfortunately looked out the back window and onto the grotesque heap of the dead. Russell squatted on the floor beside me. His inexplicable need to stay by me was starting to creep me out.

Murphy was leaning on the window sill in the office, staring at the vastness of the fire’s destruction. Mandi was in the bathroom downstairs, using the water out of the toilet’s tank to wash all of the crap off of her skin from her time in the bottom of the bunker.

Murphy said, “I think we should stay here tonight.”

“It’s as good a place as any, I guess,” I answered.

“But before it gets dark, let’s go through some of these other houses and see if there are any goodies.”

“Like what?”

Murphy asked, “What do you mean, like what? I don’t know. You got a hatchet and a machete earlier. That’s good stuff.”

“Murphy, we’ve got everything we need for the moment. There’s plenty of food downstairs to last us for three or four days. We’ve got nearly as much ammo as we can carry.”

“You’re not thinking ahead, Zed.”

That rubbed me the wrong way, but I put a thin veneer on my irritation and said, “Murphy, I’m fuckin’ tired. My head is still pounding from when I got blown up by the grenade.”

Murphy laughed, “Don’t be such a drama queen, Zed. If you’re a pussy with a headache, just say, ‘I’m a pussy with a headache,’ and we’ll leave it at that.”

“Fine. Let me check my phone, and then I’ll go with you. But just a few houses, okay? I want to be back before it gets dark.”

“Fine by me. I’ll go check on Mandi.” Murphy left the office and tromped down the stairs.

I turned on my phone and saw that I had messages. I checked Steph first.




Chapter 21

Steph: Zed, are you there?

Steph: Zed, are you there?

Steph: Zed, I hope you’re alive to read this. But I know the truth of it. If you’re not answering this then it’s because you’re dead. Everybody is. So I’m just writing this to myself. Dear Diary, I can’t stop crying.

Steph: The first two groups all turned. Forty people infected and shot. We killed them. I feel like my heart is dying. We just infected twenty more.

Steph: It feels like suicide now. Nobody is talking here. Everyone stares at the walls or out the windows. There’s no hope. No hope, only prayers and tears.

Steph: If by some miracle you’re still alive and you read this, you need to know that I’m in the next group to get infected. I’m volunteering. Goodbye, Zed. Thank you for being a friend. I wish I’d gotten to know you better. I know I’ll die soon and I’m okay with that. I don’t want to be in this world anymore.

“Shit,” I blinked away my tears and looked around. I wanted to do something, anything, but I knew there was nothing. The messages were hours old. Steph had lost hope. She was likely infected. She was likely dying or dead.

That thought left me with a hollow, black feeling that stuck in my throat. Life had been so much easier without emotional attachments.

I texted Steph back several times. I stared at the pile of holocaust corpses as I waited for a response.

God, the world was so fucked up.




Chapter 22

With hopes that felt unrealistic as soon as they bubbled up, I tried calling Amber.

No answer.

After the last ring, my text message icon indicated that a message had arrived.

Amber: Zed, is that you?

Me: Yes.

Amber: I can’t talk right now. Text me back.

Me: Why can’t you talk? What’s going on?

Amber: I’m trying to stay as quiet as I can.

Me: Why? What happened?

Amber: Things got really crazy then it got real quiet.

Me: Tell me what happened, exactly.

Amber: I don’t know exactly. I’ve been afraid to leave the room. What I know is that Felicity and Wilkins turned. They’re locked in a room down the hall. Another of the guys got the fever and they locked him up. Afterwards, there was a lot of shouting in the hall. Mark and Marcy were yelling at the other guys. There were shots then and I only heard Mark and Marcy’s voices. Mark started to run up and down the hall yelling and talking crazy with Marcy egging him on. It was insane for a while, Zed.

Me: For a while?

Amber: Not now. Everything is quiet.

Me: I’m coming to get you out. Right now.

Amber: No! Please don’t come here, Zed.

Me: Why not?

Amber: Zed, please don’t. Mark is crazy. He’ll kill you.

Me: No he won’t.

Amber: If you rush over here and risk your life you might not make it this time. If you keep risking your life, you’re going to get killed. And for what?

Me: To help.

Amber: Zed, we don’t even know yet that I need help. Mark and Marcy are probably infected. They’ve probably got the fever. That’s why they’re quiet. If I’m patient then they’ll wander off like all the other crazy infected do. If I sit tight for a few days, I’ll probably be fine.

Me: Fine. That makes sense. I hate doing nothing.

Amber: Besides, I might be infected, Zed. I might turn into one of them.

Me: Let’s hope not.

Amber: Hope is all I have, Zed.

Me: Hope is important. Hang in there. I’ll check in later, okay?

Amber: Okay.

Me: If anything changes, call. I have a full charge on my phone.




Chapter 23

The house next door yielded nothing. The neighbors had taken everything of post-apocalyptic value with them when they made their escape. There was, of course, a nice flat panel television, decent furniture, and plenty of clothing, none of which was of any value to me.

Would I eventually need a winter coat? Sure. But the world was my closet. I’d find a coat in the nearest house when it got cold. Not that it made any difference, but it was finally a tick on the pro side of my pros and cons list for the post-virus world—free clothes.

I smiled.

Murphy gave me a questioning look.

We moved on to the next house. That one left us all in a dark mood.

Prior to kicking in the back door, I beat on it with my fist, followed, of course, by Russell beating on the door as soon as I finished. It seemed like a good way to wake any infected before we made the mistake of letting ourselves in and letting them out. A man, a woman, and three children, all infected, came to the back windows of the house and pressed themselves against the glass as they howled their frustration at not being able to get their hands on us.

We hopped a fence and repeated the process at the third house. I beat on the door, expecting more infected. Russell beat on the door, too, but we got no response. So Murphy broke the door down.

Inside, the house’s floor plan looked to be the mirror image of Russell’s house. With Murphy in the lead, we searched the house, guns out. No infected were there to be found.

With the house clear, Murphy and Mandi started searching downstairs. Russell followed me toward the upstairs to look for goodies.

Almost immediately, Mandi cried, “Jackpot!” She liked that word.

She stood in front of the pantry, the first place she checked.

I shushed her and went over. I understood her glee when I saw the water. The water was a blessing that we all needed, and the bottles would make great little canteens for refill later. I tossed some in my bag and Russell and I went upstairs.

We started in a kid's room, because I'd spied a school backpack there when we’d cleared the house. It lay on a bed covered with crumpled sheets.

With Russell observing, I removed some textbooks and notebooks from the backpack and stacked them neatly on the dresser. I don’t know why a tidy stack of schoolbooks was important to me. The back pocket on the pack held pens, keys, some change, a few markers, and a student ID.

I took a moment to examine the ID. Patrick Henry Dubois was a good-looking kid with a big grin. He must have been thrilled when they photographed him on his first day of ninth grade at the Science and Math Academy. The green polo shirt that Patrick wore in that picture was rumpled on the carpet along with a pair of kaki shorts, beneath Russell’s feet. A band instrument case stood against the wall. Posters of favorite bands and a college football team decorated the wall. A dormant computer sat on a desk. A kid had lived in this room, a kid who I’d taken for granted as dead.

I felt hollow.

I lay the ID on the dresser beside the book. I didn't need to see his face. I didn't need to know what school he went to. I didn't need to know what grade he was in. It was all personal, humanizing information that made everything in the room real. It changed my activity from a scavenger hunt to a painful rummage through the possessions of a dead child.

I drew a deep breath and tried stifle what I was suddenly feeling.

Empathy for the dead and infected was an emotional luxury I knew I couldn't afford. I had to find a way past it. I was having trouble enough paying for the empathy I felt for the living.

Russell complied when I asked him to stand still. Like a parent getting his child ready for school, I put the empty backpack on him and adjusted the straps. Russell wasn't proving to be useful for much of anything, but he could at least carry his share of the load, a burden we were all going to have to get used to.

I searched the closet and found a twenty-seven-inch aluminum baseball bat, probably left over from the kid's little league days. I picked it up and hefted it in one hand. It was long enough to be lethal, but light enough to be wielded in one hand.

I spent a moment debating whether I'd be better off with the machete or the baseball bat, for times when bullets weren't the right answer.

The primary advantage of the baseball bat was that there was no risk of it getting stuck in the skull of an infected, which could happen with the machete. A skull-stuck machete could be a life-ending dilemma.

In the end, I slipped the bat into Russell's backpack, with the handle sticking out of the top. Nothing else in the room appeared to be of any real value.

The master bedroom held a big bed, a television mounted on the wall, and a closet full of the kind of clothes that were well-suited to the modern world.

A small pair of hiking boots found its way into Russell's backpack. They might fit Mandi.

In the nightstand, I found a drawer full of medicine. Murphy's insistence that we search suddenly seemed well worth it when I came across a half-full bottle of amoxicillin. I opened the bottle and swallowed two of the antibiotic capsules immediately. I looked at the crusty bite scabs on my arm. I was probably out of the woods on infection, but the antibiotics were good insurance.

The antibiotics, a big bottle of hydrocodone, some aspirin, and ibuprofen all went into Russell's backpack. The prescription medicines I wasn't familiar with, I left at first. On reflection, I went back and picked them up. Medicines could be of great value to the people who needed them, and the supply would eventually run low. At that point, expiration dates be damned. People on the maintenance drugs would trade away anything to get them.

I heard Murphy’s and Mandi’s footsteps coming up the stairs.

Murphy said, “You need to see this shit.”

He took me over to the window that faced the street.

“What the fuck?”

Murphy said, “Uh-huh.”

Mandi asked, “What is it?”

Murphy answered, “I don’t know. Some kind of crazy follow-the-leader bullshit?”

Several blocks up a street that came to a t-intersection with our unburned street, a line of about thirty infected were jogging in single file, following a serpentine path that was visible only to them.

“What the fuck?” I reiterated.

Mandi asked, “Are those infected? What are they doing?”

Murphy said, “Man that’s the craziest thing I’ve ever seen. When I was looking out the front window downstairs, I thought I saw movement way down the street. Then I saw those Whites coming along, playing follow-the-leader up the street all lined up. Just like that. Man, they do weird stuff, but this is really creepy.”

Mandi scooted away from the window. “It gives me the heebie jeebies.”

Murphy, Russell and I continued to stare. When the line of infected got to within half a block of our street, they all looked to their right in near unison. The group split in the middle and they jogged in their lines across a burned front yard, systematically around the remains of a house and a burned car, peeking through each gap and into each hole.

“What do you make of that?” Murphy asked.

I said, “They’re searching. Maybe they heard something.”

“Yeah, but look, they’re acting like a group.”

“I see that, but it doesn’t make any sense. I mean, they’re all brain damaged. They aren’t that smart.”

With Russell standing silently beside me, I watched as the group of infected finished going around the house’s remains and jogged back into the street where the relative disorder of the two groups resolved quickly into a single line of infected. They resumed jogging a serpentine path toward our street.

When the group arrived at the t-intersection a few houses over, the line made a right turn and jogged off to the north.

After a few minutes, Mandi asked, “Are they gone yet?”

“Yeah,” I answered, watching the empty street.

“What were they doing?” she asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Are they learning how to work together?”

“I don’t know. That doesn’t make any sense.”

Murphy said, “Creepy, huh?”

Both Mandi and I nodded.

“Snack?” Murphy asked.

“Yes!” Mandi said enthusiastically. She probably had several days’ worth of calories to catch up on.

Mandi sat on the bed and Murphy dropped down beside her. Russell and I sat on the floor. We shared a big box of kid’s cereal that we ate by the handful and washed down with warm soda or water.

Mandi and Murphy rattled on about the infected while I thought about the behavior and tried to squeeze it into the context of all the things I’d learned. When inspiration hit, I said, “Have you guys ever heard of emergent behavior?”

Mandi said, “I don’t even know what that means.”

I told her, “I have an idea about what we just saw.”

Murphy said, “Hey, Mandi, pass that cereal over here. This sounds like it’s going to be a long answer, and I don’t want go hungry while I’m pretending to listen.”

Mandi giggled.

I said, “Emergent behavior is something you see in birds, for instance. Let’s say you have one bird and you want to understand everything there is to know about bird behavior. You can watch that bird all day long for years and years, from the moment it hatches until the moment it dies, and if all you ever have is that one bird, you’d never know anything about flocks of birds.”

Murphy was focused on his cereal, and making no effort to listen or pretend to.

Mandi though, was politely intent. “Okay, professor.”

I rolled my eyes. “When you see a flock of birds, they all seem to fly together. They move like one giant organism changing direction as one, going up and down, choosing to land and to take off.”

Murphy, who apparently was listening, asked through a mouthful, “Aren’t they just following the head bird or something?”

“No, that’s just it. They’ve done studies on bird behavior, and they don’t follow one bird. They all seem to turn at pretty much the same time. Nobody knows exactly how they decide that. It’s the same with fish. They school, and when they’re in a school, it’s like they stop being individuals and start being one organism. Again, without a leader that can be identified. It’s like they’re operating by consensus, but nobody knows how they come to their consensus decisions.”

Murphy said, “C’mon, man, there’s got to be one in charge.”

“Nope, they’ve studied the movement with video at multiple angles with computers. There doesn’t seem to be a leader.”

Mandi asked, “So the short version is?”

I rolled my eyes again. “The behavior of the group, that is, the behavior that can’t be predicted from observing the behavior of the individual, is called emergent behavior. There’s this interesting study this guy did with ants…”

Mandi cut me off. “That’s okay, Zed. I don’t need to know about the ants. Is there a shorter version?”

“But it’s really interesting stuff,” I protested.

“No, Zed. I’m good. You make my brain hurt when you start talking all of your mumbo jumbo.”

I huffed and stuffed some cereal into my mouth.

Murphy said, “I don’t want to hear about the ants, but let’s say that you’re right about this emergent behavior thing. Zed, what does it mean for us in a practical sense? Do we need to be worried? Are the infected learning how to work in teams, like packs of wolves? Are they going to become more dangerous to us?”

I said, “I don’t know. I guess that you could classify pack behavior in dogs and wolves as emergent behavior. I’m not an expert in this stuff. So I’m kinda guessing. Wolves evolved to hunt together successfully, and they’re able to learn how to hunt certain animals in certain ways. I don’t know if the infected are learning to work together, or if what we saw was just a manifestation of some kind of herding instinct that’s hardwired into the human brain. I’m going to guess that it doesn’t present any added threat to us, but I think we should keep an eye on them and see what happens. We are all in new territory.”

Mandi rolled her eyes and smiled, “Yeah, today’s world, not yesterday’s world. We’ve heard that speech already, Dad.”

Murphy laughed, “I think they’re all just a bunch of Russells.”

I said, “You guys can be a pain in the ass.”

That's when Murphy spotted another line of the infected jogging out of the distance. There were more in that group.

A lot more.

As we watched, the group separated into a pair of lines that intertwined like a living double helix as they came up the street.

"There are hundreds in that bunch," Murphy said.

I nodded.

"Are we safe in here?" Mandi asked. "Is there somewhere we should go?"

I heard the sounds of the infected from somewhere behind us. I ran to the back window to look.

The group of thirty that had gone up the street had come around the unburned houses and found their way to the decaying corpses. I don't know if the sounds were jubilant, but they were loud. They fell on the pile of the dead and started to gorge themselves on the flesh.

"Those guys must be starved," I said.

From across the room, Murphy said, "I think these guys heard that, because they're hauling ass now. Shit! They didn't turn like the other guys!!"

“Stay calm.” I ran to the front window and looked out. The wave of infected rolled across the street and broke on the block of houses. They spread out and flowed between the houses and into the backyards. They became very vocal.

I heard them running along the sides of our house.

"Shit!" I nearly shouted. "The back door is open."

"Oh, no," Mandi burst into tears.

We all stood there for a second, frozen as the sudden danger of the situation sank in.

Murphy said, “The infected might bypass the houses and go straight for the burned corpses…Maybe.”

But as Mandi cried, and Murphy hoped, I’d passed hope and sprung to action with a few steps toward the door.

I was already too late. The calm in the house shattered when the clumsy sounds of the infected burst into the living room below.

Mandi wasn't ready for another bout with danger. She fell to her knees, with her face in her hands, trying to cover her mouth and muffle her cries.

Russell just stood beside me with a blank look on his face.

I looked back at Murphy, who raised his M-4 and ran his free hand across the bulges of grenades on his vest.

Thinking out loud, I looked around and mumbled, "No, this isn't going to happen. There's got to be a way out."

I looked out the windows. There was no way to escape that way. I looked around the room and at the flimsy interior door. Its protective properties were nil.

I looked at the landing at the top of the stairs. Could Murphy and I shoot them all as they funneled onto the stairway?

I spotted a framed-out square in the center of the bedroom ceiling.

The attic!

The house was old. The ceilings weren't that high. It might work.

I pointed at the attic access panel. "Murphy, get Mandi up there, now!"

I heard heavy footsteps on the stairs. I jumped out onto the landing. Over the rail on my left, I spotted several infected were hurrying up, likely prompted by the sound of my voice.

I shouted, “God damn! We’re out of time!”

I drew my pistol and my machete. The last thing I saw before tunnel vision narrowed my sight to the lethal white monsters mounting the stairs was Murphy, jumping onto the bed and pushing the access panel out of the way.

The house was old so that the stairway was narrow, perhaps the only sparkling crumb of optimism in a rapidly deteriorating situation.

A shaggy-haired woman led the pack of infected charging up after us. As her foot landed on a step near the top of the stairs, her head came up above the edge of the rail.

Without a sliver of pause, I swung the machete in a powerful backhand that took off the top of her skull. A fountain of blood exploded in the air. She stiffened, but stayed upright as those behind her pushed ahead.

My momentum carried me the last four feet across the landing. Another half-turn put me face to face with the coming mob.

As the dead woman crumpled, I swung my arm down and clove another’s skull down through the eye socket.

Blood was everywhere, as the beating hearts of the two dying infected pumped the last life out of their bodies.

The infected behind the dying pushed and howled. The woman’s body was pushed up by my feet with the guy crumpled on top. As the next one climbed over, she caught my machete in the neck and went down.

Russell caught my brief attention with a shrill scream, and swung down over the railing with the baseball bat I’d put in his pack. The bat connected with an infected woman’s head, but Russell was too uncoordinated to be much more than an irritating distraction. Still, he bounced his bat off the woman’s head again, and she stumbled.

With three dead infected and one down, it started to get harder for those below to push the mass. But the count of infected below was swelling, their frenzy growing. In seconds they’d scramble over the dead.

I was in a losing position.

Murphy stepped into my field of vision with his M-4 ready. He leaned over the rail and emptied his magazine down the stairs. In that moment, every one of those hundreds of infected outside knew we were there.

Firing the rifle was a mistake. That guaranteed our end.

Murphy yelled, “In the attic! Go!”

“But…”

“Go! God dammit!”

I spun and ran, shaking my head as I went.

Was Murphy sacrificing himself for the rest of us?

I felt my heart break.

I bounded up to the bed as a grenade explosion rocked the house. I fell of balance, bounced off the bed and hit the wall on the other side.

As I got up, Russell was standing on the bed, looking into the attic.

Murphy leapt into the room and screamed, “Get in the fucking attic! We only have a few seconds!”

I regained my feet and jumped up to the bed.

Murphy threw the front window open, pushed out the screen, and heaved a grenade.

I jumped and grabbed a two-by-four beam and hauled myself into the attic. Mandi tugged on my clothes to help me up.

A grenade explosion sounded from in front of the house just as Murphy ripped open the back window.

Russell screamed like an abandoned monkey and reached for the attic as tears poured across his face.

Another explosion rattled the house from the backyard.

“Jump, Russell!”

Russell waved his arms and bent his knees but was afraid to make the leap.

“Jump!”

Russell cried louder.

Then Murphy was on the bed, grabbing Russell in a bear hug around his thighs and lifting him up.

Mandi and I both grabbed whatever we could and pulled Russell in. As soon as his feet cleared the hole, Murphy hauled himself up.

“Get him quiet. Now!” Murphy hissed.

Mandi immediately put her arms around Russell and cradled his head on her shoulder.

Able to think of nothing else to do, I hugged Russell. He started to calm.

Murphy slid the attic access panel back over the hole and whispered, “It’s time to pray. Silently.”

Outside, the infected were howling and screaming, preying on the wounded. Downstairs, it was much the same, until the sounds of infected running through the house reached the top floor.

Murphy drew his knife, reached over and pushed it into my hand. His look at Russell told me what he expected.

Mandi’s face turned to anguish.

If Russell made a sound, I’d need to kill him as silently as possible. It would be him or all of us.

But he wasn’t a monster anymore. He was just like me.

Wanting to cry out under the burden of my choice, I begged the gods of every form to please keep Russell silent. I breathed as quietly as I could and sat as still as a statue. Our options were used up. Meager shreds of hope were all that remained.




Chapter 24

With an outside temperature in the low nineties, the attic was dangerously hot. If not for a couple of attic fan domes sucking the oven-hot air out, we wouldn’t have survived for long.

As soon as the noise from the room directly below us dissipated, Murphy withdrew bottles of water from his bag and gave us each one. We had to hydrate.

Thank God for our luck in finding those in the pantry.

Russell settled down and sat quietly beside Mandi, content to do nothing at all except remain in our company. The rest of us sat still and poured sweat onto the insulation below, despite expending no physical effort.

I returned Murphy’s knife to him, glad to be rid of it, glad to be rid of the mortal responsibility that it implied. Mandi glared at both of us during the handoff.

I wanted to judge Mandi harshly for her resistance to the possibility of killing Russell. Mandi was too kind. I wondered if she’d be able to harden her heart enough to survive.

I knew I’d spend a lot of time wondering over the potential immoral necessity of killing Russell to preserve three other lives. I wondered who I’d see the next time I looked in the mirror. Would it be Zed, the underachiever, or Zed, the child murderer? After all, that’s what Russell was, a child in a man’s body. But those were thoughts for another day.

I let my breath drain out of me.

I spent a long time staring into the insulation between my feet after that, deciding whether I was worth the effort of inhaling another breath.

The sounds of the infected downstairs, fighting over the carcasses of their dead brought my thoughts back into the now. Like the infected who were eating the immolated dead piled behind the house, those downstairs had to have gone hungry for days before happening upon us. Whether that meant that they’d run out of uninfected to eat, or if it meant the uninfected who were left had gotten good at staying off the dinner plate, I didn’t know.

I was coming to learn that well-fed infected were a lot less dangerous than the hungry.

An hour into our internment, the light coming in through the attic vents began to dim. An hour later, it was pitch black in the attic. Noises in the house below diminished significantly and finally disappeared. I pushed my flashlight into the loose insulation between the beams and turned it on. The dim light it provided was barely sufficient for me to make out the shapes of the others, but I couldn’t risk letting any amount of light leak out of the attic.

Murphy leaned very close and whispered, “What do you think?”

“I don’t know,” I answered.

He said, “We can’t stay up here.”

“I know.”

Murphy said, “We can make it through the night, but when this attic heats up tomorrow afternoon, we’ll all overheat. We’ll stroke out or we’ll die of dehydration.”

I had no doubt that Murphy was right. We’d have to do something, which meant we needed to know the situation in the house below and outside. I said, “If we’re quiet about it, we can open the access panel and I’ll sneak down and scope out the situation.”

Murphy shook his head.

“What?” I asked.

He said, “If you go, Simple Russell might have a fit again. The dude has separation anxiety.”

I shook my head, “I don’t think that’s what he was screaming about.”

Mandi leaned close and said, “Yes, it was, Zed. He’s attached to you.”

“I’ll go,” said Murphy. “I’ll check things out and come back, and we’ll figure out how to get out of here.”

The issue was settled. I turned off the flashlight and Murphy very quietly moved the attic access panel out of the way. A big breath of relatively cool air followed the dim light that flooded up from below.

After checking that the room below was empty, Murphy stealthily lowered himself down to the bed.

I cringed as the mattress springs creaked under his weight. I strained to hear any other sounds in the house; only breathing and snoring. We were safe for the moment.

Once Murphy got to the floor, I slid the panel over and covered most of the hole, leaving a six-inch gap on one end. I positioned myself so that I could sit on a ceiling beam and watch the bedroom door through the gap. We waited.

Impatient minutes passed. I looked at Mandi’s and Russell’s ghostly gray shapes in the darkness. Whether Mandi was feeling as anxious as I was over the elapsed time, I couldn’t tell. I couldn’t make out the features on her face.

I wanted to check my text messages, but that’s as far as that thought went. The bright light from the smartphone’s screen could give us away.

I wondered about Amber and Steph. I thought about the state of the world. I thought about the future. I tried to imagine a way for us get out with all the infected below. They had to be down there. Otherwise Murphy would have returned right away with the good news. The primary question on my mind was what Murphy was up to. What was taking him so long?

Whether thirty minutes or an hour had passed, I didn’t know, but when I heard a creak from the stairs below, I sat up at full attention, put a ready hand on the access panel, and waited.

Several long moments later, I heard another creak. Another step?

I looked at Mandi for confirmation that I wasn’t imagining the sounds. But that was just a habit of normal communication, nulled by the darkness.

A muffled bump on the wall from somewhere below refocused my attention. I scanned what I could of the room through the gap in the ceiling, but saw nothing.

No sounds distinguished themselves from the background noise.

Long minutes passed.

Another creak.

Another muffled bump.

Something was going on in the house below us. The sounds were distinct, but so patiently dispersed that it had to be Murphy.

Through the bedroom door, in the shadows of the landing, I spotted movement and tensed. I put a hand on my holstered pistol and prepared myself for whatever might come next.

Another bump on the wall was followed quickly by a second and a muffled groan.

I was surprised when I saw the end of a ladder come through the bedroom door followed by Murphy, who was carrying it.

I exhaled a long breath and felt some of my tension melt away.

I slipped the attic access panel open. Murphy carefully pushed the top of the ladder into the attic and leaned the lower part against the edge of the bed.

He climbed the first few steps as the aluminum ladder squeaked. He stopped with his head and shoulders through the hole.

Mandi and I leaned close enough for whispers.

Murphy said, “They’re all still down there. Maybe twenty or thirty in the house. Hundreds outside.”

“Hundreds?” Mandi asked, her tone telling us all we needed to know about how defeated she suddenly felt. “You guys go. Leave me here.” She sounded on the verge of tears again. “You should save yourselves.”

Murphy shook his head. “No. I have an idea. It might not work, but…”

I finished, “…But if we stay here, we’ll die.”

Mandi said, “If our choices are between dying or taking a chance, I choose the chance. I’ll do whatever you want, Murphy.”

I said, “I’ve got nothing. What do you have in mind, Murphy?”

After several long minutes of whispering reassurances and instructions into Russell’s ear, I asked him to follow me down the ladder and to do his absolute best to make no noise at all.

I swung my feet through the hole and onto the rungs. I stopped and motioned Mandi to come close. I whispered, “If Russell starts screaming again, things are going to go to shit pretty fast. If that happens, go to the far end of the attic, cover yourself in some insulation and pray.” I stepped down the ladder.

Half way through the hole, I stopped and coaxed Russell over. I guided his feet onto the rungs. It was just like dealing with a child.

Thankfully, Russell stayed quiet.

Murphy held the ladder steady under the combined weight of us both, but it creaked loudly in protest. I fretted with each step until my feet found the floor.

While Murphy held the ladder for Mandi, I pulled my machete and pistol and went to stand by the door. My hands felt electrically charged. My blood was ready to burst from my veins and my heart was beating a manic rhythm. I was frightened out of my wits but I was catching a familiar, addictive adrenaline wave. I was ready to taunt the reaper.

The Ogre and the Harpy.

Russell came up behind me and looked over my shoulder. His baseball bat was in his hands, ready to annoy another infected.

When I turned to see how Mandi was progressing, she was already down and lying on the bed. Murphy wasted no time in wrapping the bed’s comforter around her and tossing her over his shoulder. She was small for a girl. He was big for a man. It was the only pair of factors in our favor.

Murphy hefted his hatchet in his right hand. Our eyes met. We understood each other. I crossed the landing at the top of the stairs.

The stairs themselves were a bloody mess. I eased down, one slow, precarious step after another. Russell mimicked my motions and we reached the bottom without arousing any of the sleeping infected.

In the living room, the moonlight revealed the infected cuddled together on the floor and on the furniture. A path to the open back door was clear. All we needed was silence and luck.

I checked over my shoulder for Murphy. He carried his load with little difficulty.

I stepped over sprawled legs and avoided broken bits of porcelain. Russell and Murphy followed, placing their steps in the spots I’d chosen.

When my first foot landed on the patio outside the back door, I froze and surveyed the backyard. We had surpassed my most optimistic expectations for the plan. It was no time to let carelessness ruin it.

My night vision was adjusted for the darkness inside the house so the backyard seemed almost bright. I heard the familiar sound of feeding infected and had no trouble seeing the spot where the grenade Murphy had thrown out of the back window had destroyed the fence and left numerous dead infected. At least two dozen living infected were still greedily feeding on those bodies.

Alerted by my movement, heads turn in my direction. I waited. In turn, each went back to his or her meal. At the moment, I was of no interest.

Whether they’d show any interest when they saw Murphy’s makeshift camouflage, we’d know soon enough.

With Russell on my heels, I skirted the house going left. I stopped at the corner, one eye on the feeding infected, and held my breath.

The Ogre and the Harpy.

Murphy came out of the house with his cargo.

No reaction.

I couldn’t believe our luck. Would the chips finally fall in our favor?

I rounded the corner of the house and stepped into the deep shadows among the shrubs between the houses. The ground was covered in a carpet of dead, crunchy leaves.

I pressed slowly forward with all following behind.

I turned at a gap between two tall shrubs to get onto the neighbor’s carport and out of the noisy leaves.

I froze.

A tall, infected man stood three feet in front of me, knees slightly bent, hands out to his sides, teeth exposed, ready to pounce.

He’d heard us coming through the bushes and waited on his prey. When he saw me, he paused, trying to understand what I was.

I didn’t take time to think so much as react.

His pause would come with a high price.

I stepped forward in a move that the predator never expects from the prey.

His inherent reaction was to step away, but with a move I’d learned from a high school buddy who studied Kung-Fu, my left foot came down on top one of his, and all of my weight came over on top of it, pinning the foot in place.

The infected man lost his balance and fell backward.

Whether he intended to roar in anger or try to catch his balance before he fell, his brain would never have a chance to tell his body. My machete was already following an arc into the top of his head, which split down to the bridge of his nose.

The infected man died as he collapsed with my machete lodged in his skull.

The machete made a loud, metallic clank on the concrete.

Russell was immediately beside the dead man and smashed him once across the chest with his baseball bat.

I looked around for more danger. I spied no other infected, no other movement.

Murphy emerged from the behind the shrub with wide eyes and a gaping mouth. His hatchet was up, ready for action.

I stepped up to the end of the carport and scanned what I could see of the yards and the ash-covered desolation beyond.

Nothing moved.

I breathed.

I scanned again.

I listened.

I heard nothing unusual. No frenzied infected howls, no running feet, no crashing bodies.

We were safe.

For the moment.

I walked down the driveway to get a better view up and down the street. I saw the spot where the grenade heaved out the front window had exploded. The only human remains were torn clothes and scattered bones.

The other infected had finished their work there and were gone.

I went back and wrestled my machete out of the infected guy’s skull, then headed for what felt like sanctuary at the moment—Russell’s house.

Long minutes later, we were back in Russell’s upstairs office, having checked the house to ensure it was empty, and locked the doors shut.

Murphy said, “I can’t believe that worked.”

Mandi harshly whispered, “What?”




Chapter 25

We hauled the mattresses from both bedrooms to Russell’s upstairs office. They took up most of the floor.

I helped Russell get his shoes off and realized he hadn’t changed his socks in days. Well, not that I had either. I wondered how many months or years would pass before I wouldn’t be surprised by how different the mundane had become.

I sat Russell on a mattress and told him to lie down.

Murphy said, “I’ll take first watch.”

“Um…” I started to protest, but couldn’t find any reason why Murphy shouldn’t.

“Be quiet, Null Spot. We need to get on some kind of watch schedule, anyway. Good sleep patterns are important to your health.”

Mandi smiled for the first time in hours, and said, “Look at you, Murphy. Mr. Mom.”

“Heh, heh, heh. You can make fun if you want, but you know I’m right.”

Mandi said, “We can talk about a schedule tomorrow. You two should sleep. I’ll stay up and keep watch. I owe you both that much, at least.”

“But…” I started.

“Null Spot, if you say anything about it, I’m going to decide that you’re a chauvinist.” Mandi’s voice was stern, but her smile was real.

“Whatever.” I dropped onto a mattress and started to untie my boots.

Murphy said, “I’m cool. Mandi’s up first.”

I said, “I haven’t had these boots off in days. So forgive me if my feet smell worse than Russell’s.”

Murphy grinned, “I doubt they can be.”

“Right!” Mandi agreed.

Mandi sat in a chair where she could see the infected out the back window of the office. “When do you think they’ll all leave?”

“Who knows?” responded Murphy.

I laid my weapons on the floor beside my spot on the mattresses. Three grown men going to sleep on a bed made of two mattresses. Talk about a new mundane. But that was my last thought about that. When my head hit the pillow, my body felt like I’d melted onto the mattress.

I was exhausted. I needed downtime, but I was so keyed up, my brain so alert, that my eyes refused to stay closed.

Murphy, apparently in the same predicament, asked, “So, what's the plan, college boy?”

“What do you mean?”

“You know what I mean. We can stay here at Russell’s place for a while. We have electricity, food, and a secure place to sleep, but no water. We can drain the water heater. That'll be plenty for a while. The other houses on this block are still intact. We might have enough food and water to last a month or two if we're careful.”

Mandi told us, “You guys should sleep. I’m not doing this all night.”

Murphy ignored her. “Do you think this place is safe enough?”

I said, “I don't know. Is any place safe?”

Mandi said, “Fine, if you’re not going to sleep…well, the bunker would have been safe.”

I argued, “Murphy and I already talked about that. The bunker was trashed. Nothing works there anymore. It's a hole in the ground that we'd have to build out from scratch. We’d need a way to collect rain water. We’d need a way to generate and store electricity. We’d have to clean it out. Not just the bodies, but all the crap down there. I think its only advantage is that it's underground and relatively hidden.”

Murphy added, “If we're going to spend the time building a place to stay, I don't think that's the place to do it. There aren't any resources around. I mean, if the bunker was stocked and functional, then I'd say let’s stay there for six months or a year and wait for things to settle down. But as it is right now, no.”

“Whether we like it or not, we need to find a way to feed ourselves. That means that at some point, we need to learn how to farm. We have to grow our own food, raise some chickens, stuff like that,” I said.

Mandi said, “There's got to be plenty of food in houses and grocery stores. We should be able to scavenge that and eat for a long time. I don’t know how many people are out there doing the same thing right now but there’s got to be plenty for everybody. We might go for years. We might be able to eat canned food forever.”

I said, “Yum.”

“It's better than going hungry,” Mandi countered.

“And better than all the vending machine crap we were eating,” said Murphy.

I asked, “So, what are our choices, really? We need to be able to protect ourselves from the infected. We need places where we can scavenge. We need a water source. Are we going to rely only on scavenging, or are we going to grow our own chickens and carrots and stuff?”

“What’s your thing with chickens, Zed?” Murphy asked.

Mandi brushed by Murphy’s comment and said, “Assuming that we're not going to find a fully stocked doomsday bunker anywhere, it sounds like we’re deciding between a place in town or a place in the country.”

Murphy laughed. “That's one way to put it, isn't it?”

“Yeah, I guess,” I said. “I mean, we could probably wander out east and find any one of a thousand farms or ranches with no living owners. They probably all have wells, so water shouldn't be a problem. If we could find one with solar panels or wind turbines installed to generate electricity, then so much the better.”

Mandi said, “That doesn't sound so bad, I guess.”

I said, “If we stay in town, something centrally located is probably best. That would give us access to the most stuff to scrounge. But in the short run, there'll be a lot more infected to deal with in town than in the country, just because that's where they are right now. In the long run, who knows? I'm guessing that the infected will end up near whatever place has available food. If they start eating each other, like Jerome said...”

“Jerome the Liar,” Murphy corrected.

“Yeah, him,” I continued. “Then who knows? Maybe they'll all stay in the cities.”

Mandi said, “I want to go where they won’t be.”

“Like I said, who knows where that’s gonna be?” I stared at the ceiling for bit after that. Russell started to snore.

Mandi said, “I don’t see anything moving around out back anymore.”

I sat up and got up on my knees to peek out the front window.

“Zed, lay down, I don’t need help keeping watch.”

“I’m still wide awake,” I said.

“Me, too,” said Murphy.

I sat back down on the mattress and leaned back against the wall. “You know, we could go with something of a hybrid solution.”

“What?” asked Murphy.

I answered, “On the housing choice. We could go down by Lake Austin and find one of those big estates right on the water. You know, one of those ones with three or four acres of lawn. That would be perfect for converting to growing vegetables or whatever. It'll have plenty of water, because it’s right on the river, and it’s still kind of close to town. As a matter of fact, we could probably use a boat to zip up and down the river in safety, and we could go scavenging wherever there aren't that many infected around. The downside is that there wouldn't be any farm tools or farm infrastructure.”

Mandi asked, “What do you mean?”

I answered, “I don't know. Grain silos. Hay barns. Plows. Chicken coups. I don't know anything about farms except what I read in picture books in elementary school. All I know is that there's got to be a ton of stuff I don't know.”

Murphy sat up. “I've been thinking.”

“About?”

“To steal a page from Mandi's etiquette manual, may I ask a question?”

Mandi said, “Very funny, Murphy.”

Murphy asked, “Who's going to win?”

“What?” I asked.

Murphy continued, “It's an easy question. Let's face it, the uninfected and the infected can't coexist. We don't get along, right?”

I nodded tentatively, not sure where Murphy was going.

Murphy continued, “So at some point, one group is going to get killed off. Either all of the infected will get killed, or die of old age, or all of the uninfected will get killed or die of starvation or old age, or something.”

“What makes you so sure about that?” Mandi asked.

Murphy told us, “Because that's the way it always is. There's only one biggest, baddest motherfucker on the block. If there're two, there's gonna be a fight, and then there'll be one again. That's the way it is right now. There are two kinds of people now, and they both want to kill each other.”

I disagreed, “I think there are three kinds, Murphy. Don't forget us.”

“Oh, yeah, us,” he agreed.

“Thanks.” I straightened up. The topic was interesting. “Murphy, what you’re saying makes evolutionary sense. You don't generally have two animals in the same biological niche. When you do, they compete and one wins out. In the long run, there's only one left. One dies out or moves on to greener pastures.”

Murphy shot Mandi a conspiratorial look then grinned. “Yeah professor, that's what I'm saying.”

I ignored it.

Mandi asked, “So, it's us or them? Either the infected will kill all of us or we'll kill all of them?”

Murphy nodded, “Yep, Mandi, that's it. I think we all agree on that.”

Mandi said, “But there are so many of them. I don’t feel good about that.”

Murphy laughed out loud at that. “Don’t. People win. People always win.”

“Okay, Happy Murphy, why?” asked Mandi.

I laughed. “Happy Murphy. I like that. Maybe Mandi is a keeper.”

Murphy chuckled along with us. “Mandi, the easy answer is that eventually all of the infected will die of old age or something. I guarantee you that at least some normal people will survive. Hell, there's probably a hundred bunkers hidden in the mountains or out in west Texas with a hundred years’ worth of food and water, and I’ll bet they’re full of people just waiting until all of this blows over. Then they'll come out and have the whole planet to themselves.”

“Unless the infected start reproducing,” I countered.

Murphy paused. “I hadn't thought of that. Do you think they can?”

I said, “Unless the virus makes them sterile, which is possible given their body temperatures, I don't see why not. You don't have to be that bright to make babies. Every species figures it out, no matter how small their brains are.”

“Maybe you're right,” Murphy conceded. “Maybe it won't be as easy as just waiting them out, but in the end the result will be the same. The only question is, when will intelligent humans be the dominant animal on the planet again?”

Mandi asked, “Why are you so sure they will be?”

“The same reason it's always been true. Because people are smarter,” Murphy said, triumphantly.

I said, ”Yeah, I agree with that too. People evolved in places where all of the predators were stronger, bigger, and faster, and so were most of the prey animals. Our only advantage was that we were smart. Evolutionarily speaking, brains always trump brawn. Brains trump speed. Brains trump size. Brains trump everything, at least so far.”

Mandi asked, “So far?”

Murphy said, “Don't listen to him on that last part, Mandi. He thinks too much.”

Sarcastically, I thanked Murphy.

“I call ‘em as I see ‘em.”

“Whatever. What's the point of all this, Murphy?” I asked.

”Man, my point is that one day, not tomorrow, probably not even next year, maybe not even five years from now, but one day, this will all be over. One day, the infected will either get wiped out by smarter, uninfected people or they'll just be some minor annoyance, like wolves or mountain lions were a few hundred years ago.”

I said, “I'm not sure that getting eaten by a mountain lion is something I'd call a minor annoyance.”

“Zed, don't be a dick. You know what I mean. When you were growing up in white boy suburbia, you never walked to school worrying about whether a mountain lion was going to eat you. There was a time when people worried about that, but not now, because people are afraid of mountain lions, so they killed most of them off. It's gonna be the same with the infected. It'll take a while, but eventually, people will learn how to deal with them and they'll all get killed off.”

“Fine, Murphy. Where is all of this going?” I asked.

“Patience, grasshopper. I'm getting there.”

“Grasshopper?” Mandi asked.

I said, “Murphy spends too much time watching old TV shows, Mandi.”

“Let me ask another question,” Murphy said. “Since we all agree that one day, the infected will be a problem that gets solved, what will become of the human race?”

Mandi said, “I don't understand what you're asking, Murphy.”

Murphy said, “What I mean is, what will life be like once all the infected are gone? Let's say that you could get in a time machine and come back here a hundred years after the infected were gone, or two hundred years, however long you think it will take things to get back to normal. My question is, what will normal look like?”

That was an interesting question. I needed a moment to think about it. Murphy was a lot smarter than any of us, including Murphy, thought he was. I asked, “How will humanity react when it realizes that it has survived an extinction event?”

Mandi ventured her guess, “Things will be just like they were before. Is that what you guys think? I mean they would, wouldn't they?”

I said, “Mandi, unfortunately the cynic in me agrees with you.”

Mandi asked, “Why is that cynical? That seems optimistic to me.”

I said, “It's cynical because I don't think that this will be a spiritually maturative event for humanity. I think that eventually things will go back to being just the way they were. There'll be disgustingly rich people and abjectly poor people. Mankind will still find reasons to go to war. There'll still be starvation. There'll still be distrust between nations and people who are different. If anything, this virus might exacerbate that.

“The idealist in me wants to think that mankind will come out of this with a new perspective on how fragile a species we are, and how fragile an ecosystem we have. The idealist in me wants to think that we'll come out of this feeling like we've been given a second chance at building a civilization that doesn’t have all the evils of the old civilization, but it won't be that. We'll just rebuild the same thing we had before. That's how things have always happened in the past. After the Black Death, people just picked up the pieces and moved on, and things were just like they were before it happened.

“The pessimist in me says that this descent into chaos is forever, or at least for our lifetimes. All we have to hope for is a future where we'll scavenge for our meals and try not to become meals ourselves. Maybe in the long run, things will go back to the way they were, which, one day, will seem better than this. But I wonder how many people now see this as better.”

Mandi exclaimed, “What?”

Murphy said, “You are a pessimist, Zed.”

I pressed on. “Before all this, how many people hated the reality of their meaningless, powerless, hopeless lives? That’s how most of us lived before. How many people want to face pointless materialism, debt, and anonymity? None of them. But that’s what we did. The world is a violent, terrible place now. But everything we do, from morning to midnight, is important. It’s all black and white now, live or die. There’s something real about that that our lives didn’t have before.”

“That’s what you want, Zed? Everybody I know is dead!” Mandi’s anger was rising.

I said, “Mandi, I’m so sorry, but that doesn’t make you special. You know that fact will be true for everybody you ever meet from this day forward, right?”

She settled back in her seat and said softly, “Yes, I’m sorry. I know. I just don’t like how it is now. I want to sleep in a bed. I want to close my eyes without shivering in fear. I want to eat in restaurants. I want to go to movies. I hate what the world has become.”

“Mandi,” I said, “that’s where everyone will get eventually. People will hate watching their children starve. They’ll hate being afraid. They’ll romanticize the memory of how things used to be, and they’ll want to rebuild. We’ll stop being survivors and turn into teachers, and accountants, and mechanics. We may live in walled villages. We may never walk alone in the woods again. But things will go back to the way they were, one day.”

Murphy said, “Jeez, Zed, when you get on a roll, you just can't shut up, can you?”

“I’m sorry. I know. Isn’t that the point of this discussion, Murphy, that things will be just as they once were?”

Murphy said, “Yes and no.”

“Why no?” I asked.

“Because it was just one point in my argument. We haven't made it all the way to my conclusion yet.”

Mandi said, “Can you just get to the point, Murphy? I think if I have to listen to another one of Zed's lectures, my head will explode.”

“Whatever.” In the habit of our new social dynamic, that was my line. I smiled anyway.

Murphy said, “Fine, I just wanted to make sure that we were all in agreement on the assumptions before I made my point.”

I said, “And you call me a professor.”

“And your point is?” asked Mandi.

“We can all go and just try and figure out how to stay alive if you want, but—”

I cut in, “Staying alive is a pretty good option, I think.”

Mandi said, “For once, I agree with Zed.”

“There's more,” said Murphy.

I said, “So far it's a full time job.”

Murphy said, “My point is that things will settle down a bit. We can go live on a farm, grow potatoes, and Zed’s chickens, and wake up one day five or ten years from now, only to find out that the world is right back the way it was. Then we're right back where we were, trying to pay the rent, trying to earn enough to feed the kids, and wishing we had the Mercedes we'll never be able to afford. What I’m saying is that instead of just surviving, we can choose to thrive.”

“Choose to thrive?” I repeated.

“Yes.”

“Because we’re slow burns?” I asked.

“They're saying that the immunity rate on this virus is something like one in a thousand. But slow burns like us are rare, maybe one in ten thousand. Maybe one in a hundred thousand.”

“And where'd you get that information? Somebody who got it off the internet told you, right?”

“That’s immaterial, Zed. You know it’s true. There aren't that many of us.”

I said, “Fine, I'll give you that.”

“My point is that you and I have a special talent. We can move around among the infected with a lot less danger than other people.”

“True,” I allowed.

“We can take advantage of that to position ourselves for the post-virus world.”

“How?”

“It's easy. Instead of becoming farmers or scavengers, we become traders.”

“Traders?”

Mandi asked, “Traitors?”

I said, “No, with a D.”

“Oh.”

Murphy said, “Yes, traders. People are eventually going to group together to survive. They're going to build their walls to keep out the infected. People want safe places to raise their families. You know what will be between all of those little villages that spring up?”

Mandi shook her head.

I said, “If I say no, will you just tell me?”

“Zed, Mandi, between those little villages will be badlands. The badlands will be full of the infected and full of valuable stuff. Zed, you and me, we can collect that stuff and trade it to the villagers for their valuables.”

I said, “Murphy. They hate us. You said that, remember?”

Murphy responded, “But they don’t hate Mandi. She’s one of them.”

I couldn’t argue with that.

“We can carry goods from one village to another. We can build a whole trading empire transporting goods, rebuilding the economy, taking our little slice off the top, and getting rich in the process. We'll be like the John D. Rockefellers of tomorrow.”

I said, “To start with, we'd be more like the Cornelius Vanderbilts, since he was a railroad tycoon. He transported goods.”

Mandi said, “I think I just had a tiny explosion in my head.”

Murphy said, “That's irrelevant. My point is that these rich dudes saw an opportunity, and they took advantage of it and got rich. We’re all three in a special position to take advantage of today’s opportunity.”

I said, “I'll give you one thing, Murphy, you are the most optimistic person I’ve ever met. Everybody you ever met is getting eaten by the infected right now, and you see past all that, and better yet, see a way to get wealthy in the process. What about money? I think it’s pretty worthless right now. Doesn’t trade depend on currency?”

“Details, man. We can get around that,” Murphy argued.

I adjusted my sitting position to get more comfortable and felt the phone in my front pocket push into my thigh, reminding me of its presence.

Mandi asked Murphy some question, but I only half paid attention. I pulled my phone out, turned it on and waited.

The screen splashed the manufacturer’s logo. It took its time, but finally came to life.

I got three cellular bars.

The data icon lit up.

I waited.

The missed call badge didn’t flash red. The message badge didn’t flash. Those always took a few minutes to catch up after the phone booted.

Murphy and Mandi continued talking. My attention was fixed on the phone.

To hear nothing from Amber was good, based on our last conversation. To hear something from Steph would be a fantastic surprise. I was already taking the emotional steps toward accepting her death.

The phone vibrated and the phone’s missed call badge lit up.

Seven.

Holy crap!

I missed seven calls from Amber!

I checked for voicemail.

Nothing.

I checked for text messages.

Nothing.

I dialed Amber’s number, waited a moment, and listened to the phone ring again and again.

It switched to voicemail. I hung up.

Murphy said, “What’s up?”

I shook my head but didn’t answer.

I dialed again and listened to for the ringing.

Mandi asked, “Is everything okay?”

Voicemail.

Damn!

I dialed again. Murphy and Mandi were talking. I didn’t hear them.

Ring. Ring.

Voicemail.

“Shit!”




Chapter 26

The air outside was still warm, but it was a far cry from the heat that would come later in the morning after the sun came up.

I asked Murphy, “Aren’t you going to call me Null Spot?”

Murphy’s face was cast in seriousness. “No, Zed. I don’t think you should go.”

“I have to go, Murphy.”

“You shouldn’t go by yourself,” Murphy told me.

“I have Russell,” I answered.

Murphy said, “You know what I mean, man.”

I did. “Taking Mandi into that is likely to get us all killed. We can hardly leave Mandi here to fend for herself. So…”

Mandi had tears in her eyes, but she remained quiet.

“Look Zed, don’t take this the wrong way, but you barely know this girl. She was with them when they kicked us out.”

“Please stop saying that, Murphy. She didn’t want that. She did what she had to do. It wasn’t any different than when you gave me the knife in the attic. To save ourselves, we would have killed Russell. It would have been wrong. But what choice would we have had? It was the same for Amber. She made a choice to survive.”

Murphy shook his head. “Zed, I’m going to tell you the same thing you told me about my mom and sister before we came up here. Just like I didn’t want to hear it. You’re not going to want to hear it. If she’s not answering, she’s probably dead.”

I felt a lump in my throat. I nodded. I couldn’t chance a verbal answer. I needed a second to get a grip on my emotions.

“You like her, don’t you?” Murphy asked.

I nodded again. Then I shook my head. I managed to say, “I don’t know. Maybe. I don’t know what I feel. Like you said. I barely know her. It doesn’t make sense to me. I just know I have to do something to help her. She called me seven times, Murphy. She wouldn’t have called if she didn’t need help. She was counting on me.”

Murphy shook his head and softly said, “Zed…”

I said, “Murphy, I have to do this.”

Murphy looked past me into the dark sky and didn’t say anything for a long time. When he did speak, he was as serious as I’d heard him yet. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Zed. I know we just met and all, but I love you like a brother, man.” He wrapped his big arms around me and hugged me tight. “Don’t get killed.”

I was stiff. My arms hung at my sides. I wasn’t emotionally equipped to respond, but through the gravel in my voice, I said, “Thank you, Murphy. I…I…”

Murphy let go. “Man, you don’t need to say anything. It’s not like you’re trying to get laid, here, but maybe one day when you get that stick out of your ass, you can act like a normal person. Until then.”

Mandi came over and hugged me, too. “Please come back, Zed.” She stepped away and covered her face in her hands.

Murphy said, “You should have enough ammo and water.”

I nodded. “With any luck, we’ll be back by noon.”

“Luck? What the fuck is that?”




Chapter 27

The sky was clear, and we had the light of the waxing moon over smokeless desolation. The wind had turned. It came out of the southeast, carrying humidity from the Gulf of Mexico with it.

With water, ammunition, and weapons, I was carrying at least twenty pounds. To balance the load between us, I put the bulk of the water and some food in Russell’s bag.

I cinched Russell’s backpack tight on his shoulders. I checked that his shoes were tied. “Are you ready for this Russell?”

Russell looked at me with his blank face and empty eyes.

“Good, me too.”

I turned and started a jog down the street. I set a slow, sustainable rhythm for my booted feet. As they clomped on the asphalt, I heard Russell’s steps fall in sync with mine. He was right behind me.

As the blocks passed, I spent the sweaty run in meditation. It helped to clear my mind of anger and worries. All that existed in the world was the breath in my lungs, the pounding in my chest, and the asphalt slapping the bottoms of my boots. But I missed the usual pain.

My knees didn’t feel the pounding of jogging with the extra weight. My lungs didn’t burn with exertion. My muscles didn’t complain about the burden.

I put two fingers on my neck to check my pulse. Without the feedback loop of pain to keep me from overexerting myself, even jogging could turn fatal.

Twenty or thirty minutes in to the run, I slowed to a walk to give Russell and myself a chance to drink and rest. Five minutes was all I afforded us before I leaned back into a southwesterly jog.

Above us, enormous black plumes of smoke flowed out of the east. The Houston refinery smoke was back.

Miles passed. Sweat poured. Water bottles were emptied and returned to Russell’s pack.

I’d hoped to have found a car in which to race to the campus by that time. But the fire’s ubiquitous destruction saw to it that no functioning car was anywhere to be had.

When we got to MLK Boulevard, we came across the first of several flocks of westbound infected that we’d encounter on our run down to the campus. There were thousands in that first group, jogging up MLK with their pale sweaty skin glowing in the moonlight. They jogged in three serpentine, intersecting lines with marching band precision. Very creepy.

Russell and I waited on a side street and rested while the group passed. We needed to follow MLK down to campus but I had no desire to disturb the group, though the thought of jumping onto the end of a line did cross my mind. We were all infected. It may have worked.

It wasn’t until we encountered the third such group that I started to wonder if they were fleeing the Houston fires just as the infected in East Austin had fled our fires a few days before.

By six o’clock, the sky was painted a dull gray in the east and we crossed the MLK Bridge over IH-35. We were at the southeast corner of the university campus. Brackenridge Hospital was maybe a quarter mile south along the highway.

My clothes were drenched with sweat. Russell was soaked. I felt fatigue in every ounce of my flesh. I wondered why the virus couldn’t have damaged the part of my brain that made me feel that.

Russell and I downed more water and I pointed down toward the hospital campus. “It’s my favorite used car lot, Russell. I’m thinking I’d look good driving a tan Humvee. What do you think?”

Russell, of course, had nothing to say. He looked across the hospital complex with a pained expression on his face.

When I followed his gaze back, I noticed that there were a lot more infected around the hospital’s main building than there were when Murphy and I had stolen our last Humvee. I also noticed that the hundreds of bodies of the dead infected had been picked clean of flesh.

With the carrion gone, it wouldn’t be long before the infected started to turn on the weak among them, or any infected they came across.

“C’mon, Russell.”

We ran south on the highway’s access road, past the basketball arena.

It wasn’t long before we were among the bones and vehicles where Murphy and I acquired our last Humvee.

The difference on this trip was that I wasn’t picky about which one I got. I wanted the first armored Humvee I could steal. With a vehicle under me, I’d be at the dorm in minutes with a means to get Amber free of that place.

I grew anxious as I thought about what I might find in the dorm but I steeled my heart for whatever I might have to do.

The first Humvee we came to had dry pools of blood on the floors. There were stains on the seats and bloody, shredded clothing scattered inside. It smelled of maggots and rot. It was disgusting, but bearable.

From the passenger side of the vehicle, I held the door open and told Russell to get in and sit down. He complied, but once I shut the door he became very agitated and started to howl as he fumbled with the door to try to get back out again.

I hurried around to the driver’s side of the vehicle. A hundred infected eyes were on me by the time I landed in the driver’s seat.

They came running at us as I closed the door.

“Jeez! Every fucking time! Are you kidding me?”

I started up the engine and sped away before any of the infected got close enough to lay a hand on the vehicle. Nevertheless, they were anxious to pursue.

“Russell, did I mention that things were going to get interesting? Oh, and if there are a bunch of infected by the dorm, things are going to get really interesting.”

The infected population appeared to have increased everywhere, as I ran down first one, then another, and another. They flowed into the streets to chase us.

Austin was thick with them. There were six million people in Houston before the virus. How many did the flames drive toward Austin? It seemed like all of them.

I cut hard at the first corner I came to, raced a short city block, and turned again. My goal was not to stay on any street long enough for the infected to see me coming and get out in front of us. Back and forth, right and left, I maneuvered the Humvee circuitously toward our goal.

We crossed MLK through an irrelevant red stop light and sped north on Brazos Street. A quick left onto Jester circle and an almost immediate right put us on Speedway just two blocks from the dorm.

I swerved around cars in the street and made little effort to dodge the infected who got in my way, depending instead on the toughness of the vehicle.

In my excitement, I yelled at Russell, “This isn’t much of a plan, Russell! I hope it works!”

We passed the gym and I bounced the Humvee over the curb without slowing down. Its military grade suspension jostled us but didn’t fail. I took out a hedge as I angled across the grassy quad and headed for the gap between the dorm and the ROTC building.

I straightened the Humvee out as I neared the gap, then dragged the front fender along the limestone wall of the old dorm. I slowed to align the front door of the Humvee with the alcove in which the recessed side door of the dorm waited.

I smashed the brakes and flung the Humvee door open. I wasted no time with subtleties in checking whether the door was locked. I blasted it with my M-4.

The infected were already coming. The gunshots wouldn’t make a lick of difference.

The glass shattered and I raced onto the first floor. Russell climbed over the driver’s seat and followed me through.

I took a quick glance back to gauge my chances of a successful exit and felt okay about it. The Humvee was wedged hard against the exterior wall of the building, completely blocking the entry. The only way for the infected to follow us into the building would be to crawl under. I had no doubt that some would, but relative to the horde that was gathering around the Humvee, the crawlers were a solvable problem.

I wasted no time with the elevator, but went straight for the stairs. I bounded up three and four at a time, with Russell chasing after.

When I flung the door open on the fifth floor, I was fully prepared to deliver some mayhem to Mark and whomever of his ROTC whack jobs were still there to get in my way.

Instead of a man with a gun, what assaulted me upon exiting the stairwell was the smell of death. From Amber’s texts, I knew that most of those we’d left in the dorm were dead or infected. Two of their bodies lay in the hall ahead of me.

I brought by M-4 up to my shoulder and aimed it up the hall. “Hello!” I shouted.

No answer.

“Hello!”

“Amber!”

Nothing.

“Mark!”

Nothing.

“Marcy!”

I turned to check that Russell was with me. He stood a few paces back, breathing heavy, but blank-faced.

I weighed the choice between running straight for Amber’s room or taking the cautious route and clearing the rooms as I went.

The Ogre and the Harpy.

“Fuck it!” I ran up the hall at full speed.

I slid to a stop at Amber’s door and pounded. “Amber, it’s me, Zed!”

Russell pounded on the door.

I looked up and down the hall. No sign of life.

I pounded again. “Amber! It’s me, Zed!”

Russell pounded.

“Damn!”

I stood back to kick the door open then gave it a second thought and checked the doorknob. It turned.

The Ogre and the Harpy.

The door swung open and I rushed inside.

“No!”

Amber lay on the floor, naked except for a torn shirt. I dropped to my knees beside her motionless body. Russell dropped to his knees beside me.

I put hand on Amber’s heavily bruised face. I put two fingers to her neck to check her pulse.

“No! No! No!”

Russell started to sob. Of his own accord, he pulled her torn shirt together to cover her breasts. Then he wailed like a dying beast.

I fell back onto my butt and felt my soul drain out of me.

Amber’s face was swollen and bloody. Her hands were bruised from defending herself.

Her skin was not white.

She’d never been infected. She was immune.

But she was dead.

I was numb. I was lost. I’d failed to save her.

I had failed.

I—

Breath came into my lungs and left.

Sounds fell on my ears and registered in my brain.

But Amber’s body lying on the floor was the only thing in the universe that mattered at that moment.

Russell’s wails hurt my heart.

Amber had not been killed by the infected. There were no signs of feeding. She’d been murdered.

I cut the deduction short and jumped to the only conclusion that made sense. She’d been beaten, raped, and murdered by Mark.

I barely knew her, but she was a friend.

She could have been more than that.

I cried.

In my head, the Harpy’s bony finger skewered my defenses and her harsh cackle poured in. The Ogre’s heavy fists punished me for my weakness and pushed me to rage.

Rage brought frustrated tears.

Tears brought humiliation.

Humiliation brought more rage.

In the little bits of my gray matter that could form a rational thought, I wondered whether the infection was for the best, whether we humans deserved to continue.

What did people ever do that didn’t end in tears?

What!

Two seemingly normal parents had raised the heartless Harpy, whose only joy in life was in ensuring that there was none in mine. Who knew what turned Dan into an iron-fisted Ogre?

Our culture made the cops that beat me. It trained the doctors that tried to dispose of me like a piece of hazardous waste.

But it made Steph who tried to save me from that fate. It made Amber, a sweet girl who was too afraid of her peers to stand against prejudice when Murphy, Jerome, and I were being cast out.

We humans made Mark, and Mark’s worth could only be measured in the blood and bruises on Amber’s skin.

My mind reeled, trying to find meaning for it all, just when meaning had lost its value.

Only one thing mattered anymore.

I had to find Mark.

Mark had to suffer.

Mark had to die.

 




The End

 

Follow Zed in his quest for survival in Book Three, due out in December 2013.

If you enjoyed Slow Burn: Zero Day, Book Two, please take a moment to check out my other books online, and consider giving a review on the service where you purchased the book!

Also join in the conversation on my Facebook page!

 

http://www.bobbyadair.com

http://www.facebook.com/BobbyAdairAuthor
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