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Previously, in Slow Burn:
Book 1 – Zero Day
Zed Zane wakes up hung over one Sunday morning and begins to fortify himself with tequila before going to his mother’s house for lunch—and to beg for rent.  There, he finds his mother and a neighbor dead, and his stepfather in full-throttle, crazed cannibal mode.  Zed, fighting for his life, kills his stepfather in a scuffle, during which he sustains a nasty bite wound.  
He tries calling 911, but the line is perpetually busy.  That’s strange, but no stranger than the way that Zed is beginning to feel.  He spends the next two days unconscious with a raging fever, and awakens as what soon becomes known as a “Slow Burn,” a carrier of a virus that destroys higher brain function and turns people into vicious, flesh-eating monsters.
Together with Murphy, a fellow Slow Burn who escapes with Zed in the aftermath of a prison riot following his erroneous arrest for the murder of his parents and their neighbor, we follow Zed on his quest for shelter, resources, and a plan for living in the strange new world in which he finds himself.  
Although Zed himself has not “turned” completely, as have most of the other infected, the ambiguous, not-immune-but-not-dangerous category in which he finds himself will from this point forward direct his every thought and step if he is to survive.
Book 2 – Infected
Infected finds Zed, Murphy, and their traveling companion, Jerome on the move again following what proves to be a brief respite in a university dormitory, in the company of some extremely, albeit justifiably, paranoid ROTC students and three coeds, one of whom befriends Zed.  In the process of stealing a Humvee, Jerome is shot by soldiers, and Zed and Murphy head on alone to find Murphy’s family.
With Murphy’s mother dead and his sister missing, their next stop is a house rumored to feature an underground survivalist bunker, where another surprise awaits.
Book 3 – Destroyer
Destroyer finds Zed saying goodbye to one friend and pressing forward with two new ones to whom we are introduced in Book 2 – Infected.  Mandi, whom Zed and Murphy rescued from the bunker, is immune to the virus.  Russell, whose home the others plundered in search of food and other supplies, is also a Slow Burn, but lower-functioning, childlike and docile.  
After seeing the carnage at the dormitory, a raging, vengeful Zed wants only to kill Mark, his nemesis and the former leader of the ROTC squad.  Since Mark has disappeared, Zed unleashes his fury on untold numbers of infected in his path as he makes his way back to the hospital, in an attempt to rescue Steph, a nurse whom he befriended while seeking help for the feverish Murphy shortly after the prison riot.  But the brave medical staff, holed up on the tenth floor of the hospital, and running out of provisions, has decided to take matters in hand by exposing themselves to the virus, and shooting those who “turn.”  Zed is determined not to face another loss, but once again, time is running out…
Book 4 – Dead Fire
Dead Fire picks up following an infected attack on Sarah Mansfield’s fortified house, during which 3 people seek shelter with Zed Zane and his fellow survivors.  In the confusion, however, Murphy is gunned down, and an unthinking, emotional Zed strikes out to enact revenge.  Unfortunately, the shooting and commotion have only attracted more Whites.  A diversion plan emerges to rid the horde of the Smart One trying to figure a way through the gates, and lead the other infected away from the compound.  Momentarily safe, the survivors turn to the matter of where to bury the dead.  Zed, being now the only one available who would not attract the attentions of the infected, accompanies Freitag on this morbid mission.  In short order, Zed is once more embittered and hardened against trust, when he finds himself stranded.  After a series of developments that prove the Whites to be more formidable foes than he ever dreamed, he finds his way back to Sarah’s house to find the compound overrun with infected and his friends mysteriously vanished without a trace, leaving Zed to rely once more solely on his wits to survive…
Book 5 – Torrent
Following his none-too-soon reunion with his friends at the safe house, Zed is hoping things can finally fall into a stable routine, but in post-virus Austin, things are far from stable.  On a mission to raid the ammunition bunkers at Camp Mabry, Zed and Murphy spot a group of the newer, naked infected, who are exhibiting some sophisticated and disturbing new behaviors, such as scouting and hunting—for them.  
After a narrow escape, the two pass the home of Mr. Mays on the return trip, stirring Zed’s predictable rescuer impulse.  Finding Mr. Mays dead, Zed brings fellow chain gang escapee Nico along to join the group, whose numbers have grown again, thanks to their merger with the girls on the riverboat, where the group has moved, as seems to be the safest hiding place… Or is it? 
Book 6 – Bleed
Zed and Murphy are trying to find their surviving friends to finally get out of Austin and head west to safety, away from the zombie hordes.  But trouble, their perpetual companion, dogs them at every turn as they discover that infected humans aren’t the only source of mortal danger.  
After finding Murphy’s sister out at the lake, and a standoff with a group of survivors on Monk’s Island, Zed and Murphy separate from the group, finding refuge in Austin.
Book 7 – City of Stin
In theaftermath of the battle for Monk’s Island, Murphy has been nursing Zed back to health in a remote house at the west end of the lake.  But every day they see helicopters cross the sky, heading south and then back north again.  
Zed wonders if the helicopters are proof that not all civilization has collapsed.  He convinces Murphy to seek out the place where the helicopters are landing so they can find the answer to that question.  As they acquire new transportation from an abandoned shop—an electric 1968 Mustang—they’re able to outrun the infected and discover others who are just like them.  What they find at the end of their journey is both more dangerous and hopeful than either would ever have guessed.  
Book 8 – Grind
It’s time for revenge. Zed’s animosity toward Mark has been simmering through the deaths of too many of his friends. Zed realizes he can no longer pretend he’s able to take the high road and rise above his hate. He sets out to track the horde of naked Whites in order to find Mark and kill him. 
Of course, none of Zed’s schemes work out as planned. 
 



Foreword
Yes, kiddies, it’s that time again!  The Zed and Murphy Show is here!
Has it really been almost six months?  I feel like the time just zipped by.  I can’t count how many of you were asking for Slow Burn 9 on a daily basis, but it was definitely a sign you guys were hungry for more.  I would sit at my desk, open up a browser, close one eye as if hiding from the reality of my Facebook messages might actually mean that there were no requests.  But no!  Each and every day.  
It was time.
Aren’t you guys tired of zombies yet?  ;-)   Yeah, me neither.
And as much as I love Slow Burn, I was craving a new project.  Don’t get me wrong…I absolutely love writing about the adventures of Zed & Murphy.  And The Last Survivors turned out to be a really great series for me with the second to last book due out in a few weeks and the last book maybe three months away.  I’m still not sure what to do with Dusty’s Diary, so for those of you patiently waiting, I actually don’t have an answer on that one.  Then Kat and I worked on the final book in the Ebola K series, publishing it from a Royal Caribbean cruise ship the night before we tied the knot in Grand Cayman with some stingrays and family and friends (thank goodness for onboard Wi-Fi…even if it is really slow).
But love is a beautiful thing, right?  Even if it comes with a risk of norovirus.  Hmmmm.  A new book idea right there.
And like I said in the Foreword of Slow Burn 8, I can still sit in my office and live vicariously through Zed.  And the emotional rollercoaster of the post-apocalyptic world.  Which also means like you, I wonder about characters lost along the way, feeling almost guilty for the killing of so many.  Zed’s not a bad guy.  He’s a survivor in the truest sense of the word.  
So Slow Burn 9 took a little longer than I expected.  It was a story with a lot of reflection.  Although there is plenty of machete hacking of the infected, it was a chance for Zed to explore what really made him tick.  And kill some zombies.
While all that was going on, Kat and were taking our usual little road trips, you know, driving to the middle of nowhere to take photos of post-apocalyptic buildings and such.  I’ve posted a lot of the pics on my website and on my Facebook page.  As usually happens on these road trips, we spent time talking about the stories I was working on and the stories I was thinking about writing.  It’s a surprisingly creative time.  Maybe there’s something to be said for being stuck in car with no cell phone signal and no Wi-Fi, it forces your imagination to keep you occupied.  
One of the ideas that grew out of these trips turned into my latest series, Black Rust.  I’m working into the story what you’ve told me you like most about Slow Burn, but I’m doing it in a grungy, dystopian, fucked-up world.  Like Zed, the main character in Black Rust is no saint.  He’s the flawed kind of character I like to write. I’ll include a link at the back of this book to a page on my website with a preview, and I’ll create a post about the new book on my Facebook page, if you have any feedback, positive or negative, or if you feel like the story could use another giraffe, or if the flying monkey thing didn’t work, please let me know there.  
And of course, I need to ask, when you finish, please take a moment to bounce out to the retailer where you purchased your shiny new ebook and leave some stars and/or a few quick words about what you liked or didn’t like about Slow Burn: Sanctum.
Thanks for downloading this copy.  I hope you enjoy it.
— Bobby Adair, March 19, 2016
 



Chapter 1
“I’m tellin’ you man, they just disappeared.” Murphy lowered his binoculars and waved a hand toward the horizon.  “See?”
“Poof.” I pantomimed a little explosion between my hands.  “Like David Copperfield disappeared?” 
Murphy handed me the binoculars.  “Don’t be a dick.  Look for yourself.”
From our vantage on the roof of the Bell County Expo Center, I looked west over brown winter fields dotted with bare trees and resilient green cedars.  A four-lane highway strewn with abandoned cars and trucks ran directly west through a grid of lifeless neighborhoods and business districts.  Only a smattering of naked Whites moved among them.  I followed the line of the highway between Stillhouse Hollow and Lake Belton, past Harker Heights and Killeen, and spotted where the battle between the naked horde and the Survivor Army had mostly taken place.
What had been an expansive tract of largely undeveloped land in the suburban sprawl had been transformed from a grassy boredom between the suburbs into a killing field carpeted in white-skinned corpses—bruised, bloodied, broken.  Hundreds of cannibal Whites gorged themselves on the carrion.  Dogs, coyotes, and swarms of blackbirds feasted.  Invisible because of the distance, countless rats were devouring what the others left behind.  Feral pigs had come for a share and would eat even the bones.  
Only there weren’t enough pigs to eat them all.  The bones of the Whites—twenty, thirty thousand or more—would be cleansed by maggots and fire ants and would dry out through the winter.  They’d bleach white in next year’s hot summer.  Then they’d lay in the soil for a millennium or two when an archeologist, or maybe a housing developer might dig them up.  
What would those people think happened here? Would they be horrified at the scale of the slaughter? Would they be indifferent? Would everyone in that future know that in the soil beneath their feet, a few thousand years down, lay the remains of seven billion homo sapiens, over a trillion bones? 
A trillion bones? 
So many dead.
Countless miles of crumbled asphalt.  Billions of collapsed houses.  Cars turned to rust.  Plates.  Forks.  Plastic molded to every conceivable shape, but to every inconceivable purpose from the perspective of our eventual descendants.
Would those people know the virus was our downfall? Or would our propensity to violence run deep in their blood, too?
Would they find the remains of a tank’s composite armor, resisting nature’s deteriorating grind? Would they deduce the circumstances of its demise—the building burned to the ground around it, the black stain among the white corpses?
Would they find the mummified bodies of men trapped in their vehicles by the crush of a thousand Whites trying to get them from the outside? Did those men in their armored tombs suffocate? Would our descendants find the overturned Humvees? Would they find some crashed into houses or mashed around a concrete pillar under a highway bridge? 
How many hundreds of thousands of lead bullets would our descendants discover among the shattered bones?
Would the people digging through the dust a few thousand years from now simply think we hated one another so much that we couldn’t help but destroy all we’d built for the pleasure of indulging a genocidal mania?
All that death put too many dark thoughts in my head.  I said, “I don’t know.”
“Then take my word for it,” Murphy told me, “because I do know.”
“You’re confident.”
“If you were me, you’d be confident too.”
"Oh, right, Mighty Murphy.” I panned across miles and miles of brown grass and dull-colored homes of the dead.  "I don't know.  Maybe they're just spread out in the suburbs.  Maybe they're taking naps or moving into the houses.  Hell, maybe they all took up residence in that big Walmart down the highway."
Murphy looked west.  “They won’t all fit in there.”
“Yeah, I know.”  I lowered the binoculars and passed them back to Murphy.  “What are you thinking?”
“Don’t ask like that.”
I looked at Murphy.  “Like what?”
“Like somebody pissed in your Cheerios.”
I turned away from Murphy and leaned on the wall.  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“You’re in one of those moods again.”
"I'm not in a mood.”  It was a response born of habit.  In fact, I didn't know if I was in a mood or not.  I didn't feel like I was anything at the moment.  I was in some weird, post-climax void.
“We need to get out of this damn building.”  Murphy put on one of his big smiles.  “Being cooped up here isn’t doing you any good.”
I shook my head.  It wasn't that.  We'd been trapped in places plenty of times.
“You need to get chased by a hungry cue ball.  That would wake your ass back up.”
I shrugged.  Maybe he was right.  Something was off.  Over the days we'd been hiding in the Expo Center, my mood had been slowly sliding, and it didn't make any sense.  Fucking Mark was dead.  King Monkey Fucker got what he deserved.  I torched his skin and split his skull with my machete.  The Survivor Army was all but destroyed, and the naked horde was falling apart, peeling off in bands and heading in all directions.  Null Spot the Destroyer and the Mighty Murphy had made the world a better place.
I looked again at the subdivisions fading across the grasslands and hills into sprawling grids of roads lined with convenience stores and chain restaurants where nothing with a human soul lived anymore.  
What was truly better about the world?
Had Null Spot the Fucker Upper done anything to be proud of?
Murphy said, “You’re breathing that funny way you do when you’re stewing about something.”
“What?”
“You know what I’m talking about.  Like a little white troll, snorting and huffing.”
I shook my head.  “Whatever.”
“You can’t hide in your troll hole forever?” Murphy grinned.  He loved his sense of humor.  “Spill it.”
I leaned on my elbows, fidgeted with my fingers, and watched the tiny stick figures of Whites among the nearby houses and tiny specks of grayish-white moving in the distance.  I didn’t feel like I needed to say anything until I’d sorted out what was bothering me.
“I told you,” said Murphy.
Told me? I looked at him.  “Told me what?” 
“Revenge ain’t all that.”
A Murphy Smalls motivational speech.  I grimaced and grabbed the binoculars back from Murphy.  Maybe if I looked long enough at the Whites loitering around Killeen, it would be as obvious to me as it was to Murphy that most of them were gone.
He said, “Killing Mark didn’t fix anything, did it?”
I ignored the question.
Murphy nudged me.  “Answer me, man.”
Ignoring Murphy never worked.  I said, "Yes, it did.”  Of course it did.  It didn't undo any of the evil that had been done.  The killing didn't bring Steph, or Mandi, or Amber back to life.  At least, a measure of justice had been served.  I just didn't have any idea of what justice was outside of a lofty aspiration from a dead world crumbling to waste.  Was justice now anything but revenge? Yes! It had to be something more.  "At least, he won't kill anybody else."
Murphy turned serious.  "That's one of the things I told myself about those thugs behind the convenience store that time we talked about."
“It was true wasn’t it?” I argued.  “It wasn’t just something you told yourself.  It was true.  Those punks would have gone on to hurt other people.”
“True.”  Murphy leaned on the wall.  “But you know as well as I do, when you chased these naked dipshits halfway across the state you weren’t on a mission to do anything like that.  You were bent on killing.  All that saving-somebody-somewhere-in-the-future stuff is just bullshit icing on your revenge cake.”
“My revenge cake?” I laughed.  “Is that like a metaphor or something?”
“Yes.”  Murphy straightened up and proudly looked to the horizon.  “Zed Zane’s revenge cupcake.  Hell, you got about a dozen of them, right, when you torched those Whites with the lighter fluid and ran them through that drainage tunnel?”
I nodded and smiled.  Whatever demon lived in my soul, he'd loved it.  The bit of justice had been gruesome and brutal.  Nothing about killing those Smart Ones that day felt immoral.  Nothing in the act felt wrong.  It felt satisfying and victorious, but none of the gruesome good lasted.  It morphed into an emptiness in my heart that made no sense to me.  "I don't think it's that."
“What?” asked Murphy.  “You lost me.”
"It's not the revenge thing.  The killing needed to be done.  It's that simple.  It's in the past now.  A prerequisite for my future."
“Uh oh,” said Murphy.  “I know overthinking when I hear it.”
“I just need something to do.  I need a purpose.”
“You need to get laid.”
“Are you offering?”
Murphy leaned an elbow on the waist-high wall around the edge of the roof and looked at me.  “You’re deflecting.  You never want to give me a straight answer to anything.”
“That’s not true.”
Murphy laughed.  “You just did it.”
I shook my head and thought more about it as I futilely tried to focus on counting Whites out on the streets I could see.  “I miss Steph.”  I had no idea why that came to the surface.  It found its own way out.
Murphy let that lie for a bit before he stood up straight and announced, “Here’s what I’m thinking.  Tonight, we head out, search the convenience stores in the area and find some batteries for the night vision goggles.  There aren’t that many Whites in the neighborhoods nearby so we shouldn’t run into any trouble.”
“You mean no more than usual?” I asked.
“Yeah, of course.  Then with the goggles, we’ve got the nighttime advantage again.  We head over to the base, get what we need, and get out of Dodge.”
“Get what we need?” I asked.
"You've got a knife, a machete, and some janitor guy’s coveralls with shoes that don't fit.  I'm low on ammo, and I'd like to load up with grenades and maybe some other good stuff.  If you're still thinking we need to head to College Station—hell, even if you're not—one of those Humvees down there would come in handy loaded up with food, if we can find any, and things that go boom."
I turned away from the wall and started walking across the Expo Center's big flat roof.  Why stay and sulk? I needed to be moving.  "Sounds like a plan to me."



Chapter 2
"Westcliff Road.”  Murphy pointed at a street sign.  "That's how you know we're on the right track."
I glanced at the sign, but mostly I watched the darkness for Whites.  I heard them around us but couldn't tell if they were blocks away or behind the next house.  "Westcliff?"
“My mother’s maiden name.”
“I hope you’re not reading portents from the road signs.”  
“I’m just saying it’s good luck.”
“Sometimes it’s like we don’t even speak the same language.”
Murphy punched me in the arm.  “That’s what I’ve been saying since August.”
No point in responding.  I sighed instead.
We’d left the Expo Center after dark and found a convenience store with empty shelves.  We spent at least an hour searching through garbage and shit—literal shit—on the floor to find several unopened packages of batteries.  Looters often knocked or dropped inventory on the floor in their hurry to be on their way.  Murphy and me spent the next few hours working our way carefully across Killeen, heading roughly west toward Fort Hood.
We found ourselves finally on a corner of an L-bent street, crouching behind a burned out car on rusty rims in somebody’s yard.  The car was one of many along the roads and in the grass in both directions.  Across the street to our right stood a concrete water tank, old and discolored, part of a pumping station for the local utility.  Nothing but scant moonlight, dark empty fields, and scattered trees lay behind the pumping station.
Across the other street around the corner lay a downed chain link fence that had marked one of the boundaries between Killeen and Fort Hood property.  The barbed wire that topped the fence had been ripped away and spread across a wide field beyond, curling among the bodies of naked Whites, bloody and broken, burnt and shredded.  Scattered among the rotting corpses lay bones of those who had died earlier, gnawed clean and bleaching whiter with each passing day.  The US Army and later the Survivor Army had made the Whites pay a severe price for their attacks.
Past the carnage, spread over the hundreds of yards of killing ground stood dozens of fifty-year-old, utilitarian buildings that were part of Fort Hood.  Behind the widely spaced buildings and parking lots stood what looked like airplane hangars.  I pointed and asked, "What do you make of those?"
“Buildings.”  Murphy answered.  “Is it that dark that you can’t see the buildings? Is it the virus? Are your eyes going bad?”
“Says the guy with the night vision goggles.”
"I didn't leave mine in a badass electric car.  And I didn't give the keys to some chicks we just met.  And I didn't watch them drive away with all your shit.  So I've got my night vision goggles, fresh batteries, and I can see stuff."
“If you want to get all technical about it,” I countered.  “I gave the keys to you.  You gave them to the chicks we just met.”
“It was your dumb ass that decided to run around naked in the middle of the winter.”
I didn't want to argue pointlessly, so I pointed at the dark shape across the field.  "Are those airplane hangars?"
"Looks like it,” said Murphy.  "They don't have airplanes here, though.  Tanks.  Humvees.  MRAPs.  Strykers.  All kinds of support trucks.  And helicopters."
Of course.  “This is where the Survivor Army got their helicopters, I’ll bet.”
“You think?”
“You’re being sarcastic, aren’t you?”
“You think?”
Jesus.  I took one more look around and said, “C’mon.”  I ran across the street, aiming roughly in the direction of the nearest buildings.  Murphy followed.



Chapter 3
We had to take care as we waded among the carcasses.  Plenty of skulls lay ready to turn an ankle when stepped on by anyone expecting flat ground.  Rib bones arched up in the weeds to catch a foot and trip.  The bones of the dead had become obstacles to slow future Whites on the rampage.  
We came to a parking lot with the usual assortment of cars, parked between painted stripes, left there by owners who’d never returned.  Others were burned, still more were wrecked.  Most had broken glass.  We took care as we crossed.  Some Whites liked to use cars as places to take shelter at night.
We came to a building bordered by tall bushes, thriving despite an obvious lack of human attention.  I followed as Murphy plowed through the shrubs.  We pressed our backs against a brick wall as Murphy used his enhanced vision to look back the way we’d come to ensure nothing was on our trail.
I slipped along the side of the building behind the bushes, until I came out on a sidewalk to peek through a pair of doors with all the glass broken out.  No surprise, it was darker inside than out.
I stepped back behind the bushes and whispered, “You want to go in and check it out?”
“I doubt there’ll be anything in here we want.”  Murphy stepped around me and looked through the doors.  “Looks like an administration building to me.”  
I took a turn to peek inside, and Murphy followed me out of the bushes.  I said, “Looks like the hall runs straight through.  The hangars are on the other side.  We might find something useful over there.”
Murphy shrugged.  “Lead the way if that’s what you want to do.”
I slipped around the corner and crunched through the shattered glass on the ground.  By the time I was five steps inside, I realized the dim moonlight glowing in through the doors at the far end of the long hall had given me the impression the hallway was brighter than it was.
I slowed down, trying to make out shapes on the floor—chairs, papers, computers—anything that had been inside the offices lining both sides of the hall.  Clearly Whites had been in the building, tearing their way through everything that wasn’t attached, looking for food in all the wrong places.
Thankfully, most of the offices had plenty of windows on the exterior walls and some moonlight filtered into the halls through the doors that were open.  I was stepping in front of one such door and leaning forward to look inside when a human shape jumped toward me.  It raised its arms and shouted something unintelligible.  I jumped back, slipped, and fell.
Murphy swung the barrel of his weapon around to fire.
“No, don’t.”  The guy who’d startled me fell back into the office, pleading, “Don’t shoot.  Please.”
Murphy cursed.  “Drop the gun.  Now!”
Metal hit the floor.
I jumped to my feet with my machete raised.
“I’m like you,” said the guy.
Murphy cut a glance at me.  “He’s one of them.”
All I could make out was the silhouette lump of a man sitting on the floor.  “Survivor Army?”
Murphy nodded.
“You’re…”  the guy started, “you’re…”
Murphy huffed.  He was conflicted.  He wanted to kill the guy, but useless, old-world morality was holding him back.
I stepped forward, getting within machete range.
“Please!”  The guy raised a hand to block my blade as he scooted farther into the office.  “Please.  I’m not like the others.”
“The others?” I asked, doubt taking hold, as I thought for a moment that maybe he wasn’t a member of the Survivor Army but a Slow Burn just like me.  It was too dark to tell with unaided vision.  My raised blade didn’t move.
“Crap.”  Murphy’s angry breath was all the sound between us for several long moments.
“Please.”  The guy inched deeper into the office.
“Stop!”  I commanded, as I tried to make out details in the darkness.  I glanced at Murphy.  “Is he armed?”
“Just that gun on the floor by your feet.”  Murphy nudged me to the side with the barrel of his rifle, so that he’d have a clear shot at the guy.  “We can’t leave him here.  We can’t let him go.  It’s too late for that.  He’ll kill us first chance he gets.”
“No, no,” the guy pleaded.  “It’s not like that.  I’m not like those guys.”
“The Survivor Army?” I spat.
“No.”  He sounded ready to cry.  “I just fly.  That’s it.  I don’t do—”
Into the truncated phrase, I asked, “Do what?”
“My name’s Martin.  I’m just a pilot.”  The guy turned away.  
“A helicopter pilot?” I asked.
“Yeah.”  He scooted a little farther from my raised machete.  “What else?”
Murphy said, “He’s too old and fat to be a helicopter pilot.”
“I’m retired,” he pleaded.  “They made me fly.”
“And where are they now?” I asked.
“I’m alone,” he said.
“You know he’s lying,” said Murphy.  “Wouldn’t you if you were him? Don’t listen to him.  I think we should shoot him and just get out of here.”
I asked the guy on the floor, “Why aren’t you dead?” 
“What do you mean?”
“Everybody else is dead.  Why not you? Why are you in this building in the middle of the night with an empty gun? You should be dead.”
“What makes you think it’s empty?” he asked.
“Because you’d have shot me if it wasn’t.”  Yeah, I’m a pro with the logical deductions.
“I’ve got a place,” he said.
“A place?”
“To hide,” he answered.  “I hid there when it started.  I mean after I turned white.”  He held up his hand to show me his skin but in the dark I couldn’t tell the shade.  He looked in the direction of the center of the base.  “They would have killed me.”
“They?” I asked.  “The soldiers?”
He nodded.  “You don’t know what it was like then?”
Murphy laughed.  “This dude’s an idiot.”
“Show us where you were hiding,” I ordered.
“Okay,” said the guy.
“This is a mistake,” said Murphy.  “This is stupid.  What’s it gonna prove if homie shows us where he’s been hiding?” Murphy huffed.  “Nothing.  Not a damn thing.  That’s if he’s not gonna lead us into an ambush with his little knucklehead Army buddies over there.”
I nudged the guy with my boot.  “Roll over on your belly.”
“Don’t kill me,” the guy pleaded.
“What are you gonna do with him?” Murphy asked.
“On your belly, dude.”  I’m sure I sounded angry.  Murphy’s attitude was affecting my tone.  
“Man, listen,” the guy scooted farther away from me.
“Dammit.”  I stepped toward him and brandished my blade.  “If you don’t quit squirming, I swear to God—”
“Okay, okay.”  He lay down and rolled over.  “There’s a helicopter out there, the one I was flying.  I can pilot it.  I can take you anywhere you want to go.”



Chapter 4
“Bullshit.”  Murphy looked up and down the hall and stepped into the office with me and the guy who’d finally complied and rolled over onto his belly.  Murphy closed the door and flipped his night vision goggles up.  He planted his foot between our new prisoner’s shoulder blades and looked at me.  “If you want to be stupid again, okay.  At least, let’s be smart about it, all right?”
I chuckled.  “What does that mean?”
“You want to believe knucklehead boy here, that’s fine, I don’t.  You want to follow him to his non-existent hideout.  You go ahead.  You want to believe he can fly a helicopter, I don’t care.  Just because he’s wearing a raggedy uniform doesn’t mean anything.  You’re wearing a janitor’s uniform, and you’re not a janitor.”
I sighed.  Murphy was right about that.
“I get that you don’t want to kill him, I understand that.  I don’t want to kill him either, but you know how these Survivor Army assholes operate.  Five seconds after we leave him, he’ll find whatever friends he still has alive, and he’ll try to kill us.”
“No I won’t,” said the prisoner.  “I’m alone.  I told you.”
I kicked the prisoner.  Honestly, it was more of an ambivalent nudge with my shoe.  “You shut up.”  I looked at Murphy.  “I don’t know what to do.  I want to believe him because I don’t want to kill him.  I’m tired of feeling guilty about…everybody who’s dead and shouldn’t be.  Even the ones I wasn’t sure about.”
“Like that Smart One, that gymnast chick you killed outside of Sarah Mansfield’s gate that time?”
“Her.”  I nodded.  Murphy was right on the money.  “And others.  One day the world has to get normal again.”
“Man,” said Murphy, “you get a little revenge out of your system, and suddenly you’re an idealist.”
“It’s not like that.  I just don’t want to kill him if we don’t need to.”
“Please,” said the prisoner.  “You don’t have to kill me.”
I kicked him again, just as impotently as the first time.  “You don’t have a say in this.”
“That’s the spirit.”  Murphy’s grinning teeth nearly glowed in the dark.  “Kick him a few more times.  But stop being a sissy bitch about it.”
“Maybe he’s not like them.  He’s not an idiot like that guy we interrogated back in the Capitol annex.”
“I’ll give you that,” Murphy agreed.
I pointed down at the prisoner.  “He seems just like you and me, a Slow Burn.”
“Whatever, man,” said Murphy.  “You decide.  I’ll go along with it.  I just don’t wanna go walking into any traps.  We need to be smart about this.”
“Fine.”  I took a moment and thought it through, then nudged the prisoner with the toe of my boot.  “Tell me exactly where this hiding place is.”  Looking back up at Murphy, I said, “You’ll stay here with him.  I’ll go check it out and see if he’s lying.  Then I’ll come back here, and we’ll decide what to do with him after we know whether or not he’s a liar.”
“Nope.”  Murphy tapped his night vision goggles.  “You stay with your new buddy.  I’ll go check things out.  That’s the only way I’m doing this.  I’m tired of bailing your ass out of the shit you get yourself into.”
“No, you’re not.”



Chapter 5
We moved Martin to a corner office on the building’s third floor that gave me a view through windows in two directions.  Martin—that was his name—sat on the cold tile in the corner beneath the windows with his wrists and ankles bound.  Office network cables were proving to be a ubiquitous and handy commodity.  For my safety, as much as it could be called that with remnants of the naked horde around, I had the sturdy office door shut and locked.  As long as Martin and I stayed relatively quiet, we’d be good until Murphy returned.
“You still see him?” Martin asked.
Looking out the window, I mostly saw dark shapes and darker shadows.  Nothing moved.  I shook my head.
Rather than going directly to the hangars, Murphy had crossed the lawn between our office building and the next one.  He was working his way into a flanking position on any ambushers—potential Martin friends—that might be waiting for us.  Now that he was out of sight, I was worried.
“When did you get it?” Martin asked.
“Get what?”
“The virus.”
My last day of normalcy? I recalled my mom’s spidery corpse on the floor that Sunday morning with crazy-eyed Dan tearing through her innards.  I still felt nothing for her.  I harbored no guilt over killing Dan.  Who says no good can come from hate? “First day.”
Martin looked puzzled.  “You were in Somalia?”
I didn’t want to talk.  I wanted to stare at the darkness, distraction-free, but I answered anyway.  “First day in Austin, near as I can tell.”
“If the world wasn’t so screwed up, you’d be something of a celebrity.”
But here I was talking, responding to this stupid talk of celebrity for doing nothing at all.  “Maybe on Facebook, but who gives a shit, right?”
Martin scooted around to arrange himself in a more comfortable position.  “How’d you come to get it?”
“Missionaries from my parents’ church brought the virus to Austin from Africa near as I can guess.  Parents caught it.  I got it from them.”
“So you were ground zero in Texas,” said Martin.  “You must have been through a lot.”
I looked down at Martin, trying to gauge him.  Things about him hadn’t added up to trust yet.  Far from it.  Still, I was having a hard time hating him.  “We’ve all been through a lot, but you look like you’ve done all right for yourself.”
Martin looked down at his big belly.  “They take care of me because I’m a pilot.
He wasn’t grossly obese, just surprisingly so.  Nobody was fat anymore.  He looked like somebody’s grandpa—round belly, a bald head two sizes too big, white beard hiding a stubby neck.  
“You’re pretty old to be a pilot.”
“I told you, I’m retired.  I lived here in Killeen.”
I focused my attention back out the window.  How long had Murphy been gone? Where was he?
“When things got really bad,” said Martin, “they set up a refugee center here at Fort Hood.  That’s how I came to be on the base.”
“And the Survivor Army?” I asked.  “How’d you come to work for them?”
“It’s not as clear-cut as you seem to think.”
I looked at the darkness, missing my night vision goggles.
“When the refugee center collapsed, I found a place to hide.”  Marty nodded in the direction of the hangars.  “That’s when I found the storage room that Murphy is going to check out.  I stayed there for awhile, maybe a month.”
“And the virus?” I asked.  “Your skin is white like mine.”
“While I was hiding out in the storeroom I contracted it.”
“And you recovered.”
Martin raised his bound wrists to display his white hands.  “So it seems.”
“And you were alone? No wife? No kids?”
“Never had any kids.  The wife couldn’t.”  Martin’s face looked a little sad.  “Breast cancer got her seven years ago.”
“So you hid by yourself?” It was an accusation, and I let my tone tell the meaning clearly.
“When the infected overran Fort Hood the first time, things were chaotic.  Everybody was trying to get away to save themselves.  Nobody had time to organize.  You don’t know what it was like.”
I did know how it was like but I said nothing more about it.  I started to feel like I was a bit of an ass.  What if this chubby old man was telling the truth?
“Eventually, the Survivor Army showed up,” said Martin.  “They caught me when I was out scrounging food.  They probably would have killed me, you know, just like you and Murphy were going to, but I told them I could fly the Black Hawks.”
“And it worked,” I accused again, “so you tried it on us.”
“Yes,” Martin admitted, “it did work.  But I really can fly them.  That’s what the Survivor Army had me doing.”  Martin thumped his belly with his bound wrists.  “That’s why they took care of me.  Not too many people left who can fly a Black Hawk.”
“How often did you fly?” I figured I’d let Martin elaborate and then look for holes in his story.  Nobody lies as well as they think they can.
“Every day.”
“To Austin? San Marcos?”
Martin nodded.  “All over the place.”
“So you know a lot about how things are out there.”  
“I suppose.”
“I mean you flew to all the Survivor Army bases and stuff, right?”
Martin shook his head.  “There’s just the one base, here.”
“What about Austin?”
“We were trying to set up in Austin,” said Martin, “down at the Capitol mostly.  The judge wanted to be the governor.  I never understood how he figured he wanted that or what good it would do him.  Didn’t matter though.  It didn’t work out.”
“Why?” I knew why.  At least, I knew Murphy and me had a big part in why it didn’t work out.
“Things seemed fine at first,” said Martin.  “We chased a bunch of people off the Capitol grounds.”  Martin shook his head and his lips curled down as though he had something bitter on his tongue.  “A lot of what the judge had these idiots do was just wrong.  Those people at the Capitol were like me mostly—infected, got better.  White skin.  But lots were different.”
“How so?” I asked.  
Martin looked me up and down.  “They had white skin like you and your buddy, like me, like I said.  But lots of them weren’t right in the head.  Not very bright.  Not stupid and mean like these Survivor Army boys, just really stupid.  Least it seemed that way when we finally went down there and did what we did.  Most of them just stood there like they didn’t understand what was happening until it was too late.”
“What did you do?” I asked, having already heard the story from Grace.  I figured I’d catch Martin in a lie.
“The judge had me do some recon flights early on.  I saw them farming on the Capitol grounds.  They built a wall around the place.  Looked to me like they were set up pretty good.  You know, rebuilding.  I figured we were checking them out to make sure they weren’t hostile before we contacted them to start trading with them or whatever.  But the judge, he isn’t like that.  He already had his plans for them.  He gave a big speech to everybody one day, like these people at the Capitol were stealing our birthright or some such shit.  Got the idiots all riled up.”  
“The idiots?” I asked for clarification.”
“The Survivor Army guys,” said Martin as though there was no doubt about who he meant.  “Mostly idiots.  The virus left their brains half-rotten.  Long story short, we went down to Austin and slaughtered them folks at the Capitol.”
“You just attacked for no reason?” It came out like an accusation, though I tried hard not to make it sound that way.  Some things are just too reprehensible to cover with a lie.
“I’m not proud,” said Martin.  “You don’t know how it is here.  I didn’t have a choice.”
“Everybody has a choice.”
Martin laughed darkly.  “Look at you, young and strong.  I’ll bet you can run pretty fast, too.  But you’re arrogant like everybody your age.”
I huffed and looked out the window.  Fuck you.
“Thing you don’t realize,” Martin continued, “one day, if you’re lucky, you’ll be an old man too.  Your knees will go gimpy.  You might be fat like me if things ever get back to normal.  You won’t get around so good.  Sure, I had a choice, I could have told those Survivor Army idiots I wasn’t going to fly, but they’d have put a gun in my hand and made me a soldier.  First time I had to shoot it out with the infected I’d be dead.  Hell, before all this happened I was lucky to be able to walk all the way ‘round the block with the dog.  If I’d ever had to run for my life in all this mess I’d a got caught if I didn’t have a heart attack and die on the spot.”
I took another look at old man Martin, tied up on the floor.  That part was probably true.  He wouldn’t have been able to do anything to save himself.
“The only reason I’m alive now,” he went on answering the question I was getting ready to ask, “is because I was smart to find me a good place to hide and sneaky enough to stash away what I could so that I wouldn’t starve.  Being old and slow you learn to survive with what you’ve still got.”
Shaking my head, I said, “Still, you didn’t have to attack those people and slaughter them.”
“You are an arrogant little bastard,” spat Martin.  “You don’t hear anything I’m saying, do you? Just because I couldn’t resist outright doesn’t mean I didn’t resist.”
“How?” I asked.
“When we were attacking the Capitol, I made sure to keep my helicopter far enough away as to be out of range for any of the guys shooting out of it.  I even kept the gunners at lousy angles so they couldn’t fire directly at the Capitol grounds.  Hell, I’d do anything to keep the idiots in back from hitting anybody.”
“How’s that?” 
“There was this one time,” said Martin, “I was on a ferry run—”
“A ferry run?”
“After we took the Capitol, we used to ferry men and supplies back and forth from here every day.  The judge planned to make the Capitol his base, but he didn’t want to leave all of our equipment and ammo up here.  So we moved it a little at a time.”
I nodded an acknowledgment.  I’d seen those helicopters going back and forth when Murphy and me were holed up in the lake house way up on Lake Travis.  That was the whole reason we ran into those knuckleheads.
“We were coming south one day, and we see this boat on the lake with a wake.”  Martin looked at me for understanding.  “A wake, you see.  It wasn’t drifting, it was motoring down the lake.”
That piqued my interest.  “What kind of boat?”
“It’s not important.  A pontoon boat or something.  Not that big.”
I gave Martin my full attention.  So far the situation sounded exactly like the one Murphy and me got caught up in.  “Tell me what happened.”
“I brought the helicopter down for a look-see.  We always did that when we saw survivors.  That’s how we recruited people.  What we saw surprised everybody onboard.  It wasn’t regular people who were driving the boat.  It was the same kind of white-skinned infected we’d seen down at the Capitol.  I knew right away they were normal just like me—I mean they had to be, they were driving the boat down the lake.  They’d just docked and tied off.”
“How many?” I asked.
“A couple of them, I think.”  Martin straightened himself up.  “What you’ve got to understand is, as soon as the boys in the back realized it was the White infecteds, they opened fire.  As soon as I realized what was happening, I started jerking the helicopter around and complaining about turbulence from the water.  I tried to keep them from hitting anything.  I did that kind of stuff all the time.  The idiots in the back never figured anything out.  And I don’t think any idiot in my helicopter ever managed to shoot anybody.”
“So you didn’t kill them?”
Martin shrugged.  “One of them jumped in the water.  One of them ran into the trees.  The guys in back all claimed they killed three or four, but I never saw any bodies.  Hell, I never saw more than two down there.  I figured they was lying.”
I decided that no matter what else was true, Martin was probably a helicopter pilot.  “That was me and Murphy on the boat that day.”
“You’re lyin’.”  Martin looked at me, trying to figure out what my new game was.
“Not lying.”  I’m not sure why I felt the need to add it, but I said,  “I don’t know if I owe you a thanks or not but you did sink our boat.”
“Plenty of boats on the lake for free.  At least, I kept them boys in the back from shooting you.  Like I said, I jerked the helicopter around a bit.  It’s a wonder none of them fell out.”
I looked out the window and scanned the dark ground for Murphy.
“Do you see him coming back yet?” Martin asked.
Nothing was moving out there.  “You getting nervous?”
Martin started to say something but coughed and cleared his throat.  “You know there are a lot of reasons he might get delayed.”
“Or killed?” I hefted my machete and looked down at Martin like a slab of butcher’s meat.  Could I kill a fat old man? If Murphy turned up dead, I figured I could.



Chapter 6
When the sun started to show itself on the horizon the next morning with no Murphy, I found myself in a spot.  Had Martin's compatriots ambushed and killed Murphy or had Murphy been killed by Whites? Was he injured? Was he somewhere on the base, waiting for me to find and help him?
The answers to those questions would go a long way to determining what I did with Martin.  And as much as I wanted to blame him, to murder him to assuage my festering worry, my rational side told me over and over again that Martin might not be guilty.  The practical side told me not to take the chance.  The most likely reason Murphy wasn't back was that Martin had lied, and his buddies were out in the hall waiting to ambush me when I left to find Murphy.
Nodding at the conversation in my head, as I stared across one hundred yards of dead grass and damaged vehicles between our building and the nearest hangar, I put together a plan.  I spun around and opened the drawers on the nearest desk.
“What are you doing?” Martin asked, worry in his tired voice.  Like me, he hadn’t slept a wink.
The top drawer held nothing of interest.  The drawers down the side held papers and office supplies but none of what I was looking for.
“Would you answer me, please?” Martin’s voice was tinged with desperation.  He knew the worry I was facing.  He knew my suspicions.  He was able to make deductions.  “Did you see your buddy out there?”
“Murphy,” I spat.  “His name is Murphy.  I’m Zed.”  I marched across the floor and pushed the blade of my machete against Martin’s throat.  “Just so you know, if I find out you’ve lied about anything, if you’ve gotten Murphy killed, I’m going to gut you.  I’m going to make you suffer before you die.
Martin slowly shook his head as his mouth opened and closed on words that wouldn’t form.
I spun around and searched another desk, finding in the second drawer exactly what I was looking for, a roll of packing tape.  Going back to Martin, I knelt down beside him and put my machete on the floor.  
Martin immediately struggled to push me away and get his feet beneath him.  I elbowed him hard across his temple, and Martin's eyes rolled back in his head.  With him dazed, I pushed him on his belly and put a knee between his shoulder blades.  I took my roll of tape and sealed a strip over his mouth before unwinding the roll and wrapping it around his head several times.
Martin had come back to his senses by the time I finished, and was turning his head to try and see me.
I was feeling like an asshole because I’d let my concern over Murphy turn into anger, which turned into an elbow in Martin’s head when I could have just pushed him over and sat on him.  I got off his back and told him, “Sit up.”
Martin struggled to get back into a sitting position.
I picked up my machete and leaned in close.  "I've got some things to do.  While I'm doing them, you're going to sit here, still and quiet.  If I hear one sound out of you, I'll assume you're a liar, and we're not on the same side.  You know what happens then, right?"
Martin’s eyes were on my machete as he nodded.
"Good.”  I crossed the room to an interior wall.  A neighboring office had to be on the other side.  I ran my fingers across the texture and paint and rapped gently on it with my knuckles.  Just as I suspected, sheetrock, not cinderblock.
I put myself in position in front of the wall with one hand on my machete's handle and the other on the dull side of the blade near the tip and started to dig, pushing and wiggling the tip of the blade back and forth.  I was going to get through the wall, I had no doubt about that.  I didn't mind getting through slowly because my most important need at the moment was to do it quietly.
Still, it went quickly.  Sheetrock simply isn't that durable.  In a few minutes, I'd made a hole large enough to allow me to squeeze between the two-by-fours.  Unfortunately, the room I found myself in was not large, the door leading to the hallway had no window, and it opened into the hall at a place in the wall that had to be less than five feet from the door to the office where Martin sat imprisoned.
I guessed that the ambushers waiting for me had to be farther down the hall.  If I was going to get behind them, I needed to go through a few more walls, but that would put me farther and farther from Martin.
I stuck my head back into Martin’s office and made sure he saw me watching him before I pulled back through.  I went to work on the far wall with my machete.



Chapter 7
After cutting through sheetrock to get into the fourth office since leaving Martin, I figured I'd gone far enough.  The flaw in my plan that hadn't occurred to me until I was standing behind that office's door was that if I were an ambusher waiting for someone to come out of a door down the hall, I wouldn't be standing in the hall, I'd be partially concealed in a doorway for cover, which meant I should have run into one or two of them when I came through the wall.
That got me worried.  Would I have to work my way all the way down to the other end of the building? And if I did, why wouldn't the knucklehead taking cover in the office doorway not just shoot me when I started to break through the wall?
Then again, the guys I was dealing with were Survivor Army types, not bright.  Maybe they were all outside, lined up across the hall.  Hell, maybe they’d all grown bored while waiting for their ambush to develop and they’d fallen asleep.
Or the most likely scenario? It was all in my mind.  I was getting worked up because I was stuck babysitting Martin when I should have been out killing White shitheads and searching for Murphy.
I crossed the office to the door.  I quietly turned the knob and shoved the door open just enough to get a peek into the hall.
Nothing out of the ordinary.  
Sure, there were papers on the floor, a few rolling chairs, some shattered computers, and the remnants of a desk, but nothing that looked out of the ordinary considering the end of the world and all.  
I was disappointed and a little bit angry.  The absence of ambushers meant my guess was wrong.  Or at least, it was wrong for the moment.  I was still stuck with not knowing whether Martin was a good guy or a bad guy.  I wasn't any closer to knowing Murphy's fate.  I'd wasted too much time digging through flimsy walls while Murphy was still out there, perhaps waiting for me to come to his aid.
Dammit.
I pushed the door open, wanting to slam it against the outside wall to vent some frustration, but the damper attached at the top edge slowed the door and left it hanging open and creeping back to closed.
Double damn.
I looked up and down the hall and saw nothing moving.  Fuck it.  I was spoiling for a fight.  “Hey.”
Nothing responded to my call.  So, I tried again.  “Hey.”
Nothing.
No ambush.
I walked up the hall to get back to my corner office, rolling all the possibilities over in my mind.  Mostly, I needed to decide what to do with Martin while I went out to find Murphy.  Could I leave him restrained? That might be a death sentence with so many of the naked horde still around.  It was unlikely they’d pass up on an easy meal even if Martin were a white-skinned survivor.  
Taking him with me brought along a whole host of risks, but mostly for Martin.  If some Whites decided he looked slow and scrumptious, there'd be little I could do to save him.
I shoved the office door open, expecting to see Martin sitting against the wall beneath the far windows where I’d left him.  What I saw instead was a long strip of crumpled tape and loose wire.
About the time I was wondering where he’d disappeared to, Martin body-slammed me from the side and knocked me into the doorjamb.
“Dammit!”  My machete clattered to the floor as I fell with Martin’s bulk coming over on top of me.
He punched me in the ribs, mustering all the strength his withered old muscles had left.  Not enough, too bad for him.  He rolled around on top of me, letting the weight of his big belly do the work of keeping me pinned down while he tried to position himself to put a fist in my face.
As I struggled to get from underneath him, I was irritated—creeped-out at the feel of a doughy old man sweating all over me.  "Dammit, Martin."
He tried to hit me in the face with a blow that glanced off my cheek.
I elbowed him in the head two times before I dazed him enough to subdue him.  I pulled myself out from underneath and grabbed my machete.  I looked out the open door to get a glimpse down the hall.
Noise echoed from one of the floors below.  Something in the building had heard us and was coming.
Martin got up on his hands and knees.
I muttered, “Whites.”  I wanted to kick Martin in the face and run into the stairwell across the hall.
Martin stuck his head out of the office and looked.
Judging by the noise, more than one White was coming.  Three to five was my guess.  I looked down at Martin.  “You woke them.  I hope you were lying about how fast you can run.”
Martin stared into the dimness at the far end of the hall.  “I told you I can barely run at all.”  
"You should have thought about that before you figured Sumo wrestling me to the ground was going to save your life.”  It was a merciless, mean thing to say, but I was pissed.  "I'm going."
“Where?” Martin got to his feet.
I crossed the hall and grabbed the handle on the stairwell door.  "I'm going to try this way.  Come if you want.  I'm not in the mood to save your ass, so you better keep up."
“Keep up?” Martin was confused.  “I thought you were going to kill me.”
"I haven't decided, but if you stay here, I won't have to.”  I swung the door open and stepped into the stairwell, noticing immediately a White slinking up toward me.
Sneaky motherfucker!
The White’s eyes went wide as surprise worked its way through its slow brain.  The White snarled and bounded up the stairs.
Too bad.  I was already three thoughts ahead of him.  “Sorry buddy.”  I stepped into a ferocious machete swing full of Martin-borne frustration and sent a huge section of the White's skull spinning against the wall and then rolling down the stairs.  The White’s body slapped the smooth concrete floor at my feet.
“Are there more?” Martin whispered from a few feet behind.  
Why waste the energy on an answer he could figure out himself? I motioned him toward the stairs and cautiously stepped over the White's twitching body.  I peeked down through the gap between the alternating flights and saw only blackness.  I heard nothing down there.  I turned to Martin and whispered, "You gotta stay quiet.  If we get trapped in here, we're fucked.  Or I'll pretend I'm on their side so you'll be fucked all by yourself.  I'm not dying to save your ass.  You got me?"
“We’re white-skinned,” Martin whispered.  “They’ll leave us alone, mostly, right?”
“Not these naked fuckers.”  I headed down.  “You saw what they did to your buddies, right?”
Martin nodded without a word and followed after me.  At the first landing, as I made my turn to go down the next flight of stairs, Martin grabbed my arm and brought me to a halt.
“Help me.”  He was dead serious.  No defiance.  No humility.  “You know I fly helicopters.  Save me and I can take you anywhere.”
Still on the fence as to whether Martin was partially responsible for whatever befell Murphy, I yanked my arm away and started down again.
“Please,” Martin begged.  “Please.  I can’t outrun them.”
I nodded up the stairs.  "Go up there and hide somewhere.  Maybe you'll get lucky, and they won't search the building looking for the noise you made."
Martin reached out and put a meaty, weak hand on my arm again, gentle this time.  His eyes looked to be preparing for tears.  “Everybody wants to go somewhere.  Everybody dreams about sanctuary at the other end of the rainbow—a safe place.  Wherever you think that is, I can fly you there.”
"Where the hell would I want to go?” I snapped.  "The whole world is fucked.”  Of course, I was planning on going to College Station with Murphy, but I wasn't going to tell this knucklehead even if I did expect his life to last only another five minutes.
"An oil rig,” said Martin.  "There's got to be hundreds of them right offshore and farther out in the Gulf."
“The ones they evacuate every time a hurricane comes?” I scoffed.  “Yeah, that’s a viable plan.”  I pulled away and started down the stairs.  “Follow me.  Stay close.  Stay quiet.  Or die.”



Chapter 8
Through the blackness, hoping no naked Whites were sleeping on the landings or waiting on the stairs to ambush us, I kept one hand on the rail.  Martin had a handful of the back of my shirt as he wheezed behind me, clomping his heavy feet and groaning at the pace.  More than once I shuffled my feet through the rotting remains of something that had once been human.  And it wasn't just the putrefying flesh on the floor, it was the crusty texture of dried blood on the railing, and worse, the sticky stuff left from more recent kills.
Then there were the goddamned maggots.  On the rail.  On the floor.  On the walls.  On the corpses, eating their way through the rotting flesh with tiny squishy sounds magnified by a million.  The smell of the air trapped inside the stairwell was as foul as any I'd had to breathe.  It felt like we were taking the maintenance entrance down to the devil's outhouse.
Then we ran out of stairs.  I found a wall in the darkness where I expected another flight to be.  I turned around, felt my way along the wall, still with Martin clinging to my back, and found a door.  I pushed on the bar with my hip and shouldered it open to a rush of cool, sweet air.
I looked out as I slowly inched the door open.  A helicopter sat in the grass halfway between our building and the nearest hangar.  Several of the panels over the engines were off, and it looked as if someone had been working unsuccessfully to get it airborne again.
Plenty of naked White corpses were scattered across the lawn.  Some of the grass was blackened from small fires.  A vehicle was overturned, showing me its undercarriage.  I didn't see any Whites moving, at least not any nearby.  Several hundred yards distant, I saw a few hunched over a corpse, feeding.  In the other direction, I spied a half-dozen more, jogging in a line but going somewhere else.
I gave Martin a look.  I pointed at the helicopter and whispered, “Follow me like they follow each other.  Stay right on my heels.  I won’t go fast.  We’ll get in the back of the helicopter and scope things out before we go farther.”
Martin looked up into the blackness of the stairwell.  The noises of Whites inside the building made it clear they weren’t far away.  “If they come out after us?”
Don’t ask questions with unpleasant answers.
"C'mon.”  I jogged slow enough that Martin could keep pace, slow enough that walking would have been faster, but it was the appearance I was going for—just two Whites, out doing what they do.  Our clothes were a problem, but I wasn't ready to ditch those just yet.
Looking to my right as Martin plodded after me, I checked on the scavenging Whites I’d spotted.  They didn’t have any interest in us.  Way to our left, the jogging Whites disappeared behind a building.  Good.
With Martin huffing huge gulps of air and moving more slowly with each step, I jumped through one of the open doors in the back of the helicopter.  Martin collapsed onto the helicopter’s deck, bent over at the waist with his legs hanging out.
Cursing under my breath, I looked left and right as I grabbed his belt and hauled him the rest of the way inside.  
With both of the rear doors open, the helicopter left us visible from two directions, but kept us hidden from the other two.  Halfway was better than nothing.  And we'd need it.  Martin wasn't going anywhere anytime soon.  The tense hike down the stairs and the short jog had taken everything he'd had in him.
Why is this guy still alive?
I helped Martin into a seat with his back to the rear bulkhead.  He wasn’t hidden, but he wasn’t obtrusive.  Hopefully, he’d have time to catch his breath before we made our way to the hangar.
A grunt caught my attention, and I looked back toward the building.  Three Whites were cautiously approaching but still at a distance.
Fuck.
I looked at Martin, I’m sure with some new anxiety on my face.  
His fatigue hadn't dulled his perception.  He turned to see the Whites coming, and I saw despair wash over him.  He shot a panicked glance toward the hangar, to the other buildings, and even the useless shelter of the overturned vehicle.  Everything was too far away for him to have a chance of making it.  He knew he was a dead man and his last moments under earth's happy blue sky would be spent feeling the dull teeth of dead-brained animals tear at his flesh until enough of it was ripped away that blood loss would steal his consciousness and death would follow.  It was a slow, shitty way to go but it was damn near everybody's eventual future.
Martin mumbled something as he tried to catch his breath from the run.
“What?”
He closed his eyes, took a huge breath and said, “Leave me.”
Leave? Of course, that’s what I told him I’d do.  It wasn’t my fault he was old and feeble.  It wasn’t me who’d spent sixty years eating cheeseburgers and milkshakes.  It wasn’t me who was hauling around a hundred pounds of excess weight on old, brittle joints with a heart too congested with cholesterol deposits to keep the blood flowing.  
“Save yourself.”  Martin leaned his head against the bulkhead and closed his eyes.  In a whisper barely loud enough to hear, he said, “This day was bound to come.”
Save myself? Crap! He was playing the hero card on me.  
I don't know why I do what I do sometimes.  Murphy might argue that was most of the time, and he might be right about that.  I'm sure he'd have told me at that moment to do anything but ditch Martin and run was a mistake.  I wouldn't have argued with him.  There was no reason not to do just that.
But I didn’t run.
The hero card? Damn him.
I jumped out of the helicopter, unzipped my coveralls and peeled them down to my waist, exposing my sinewy arms and bony chest, virus-white.  I was one of them.  They needed to know it.  I raised my machete and barked a monkey challenge and dared the Whites with my eyes.
Come on, fuckers.
They did.
I guess whatever passed for comparative math in their slug brains figured out that three-to-one were good odds with a large, tasty morsel like Martin draped over a flimsy jump seat in the helicopter behind me.
Unfortunately, they were smart enough not to rush at me full speed, a White behavior that almost always worked to my advantage, some naturally being faster runners than others, hence spreading them out as they came so I could take them down one at a time.
These three spread out in an arc and matched their speed as they jogged toward me, apparently not at all intimidated by my animal threat and big machete.  
Too bad for them I was still smarter than all of them combined.
I lowered my machete, hung my head, and drooped my shoulders as I stepped aside, making it clear in animal body language my threat was bluster, and I was now surrendering.  Tasty, tender Martin was all theirs.
One of them brayed and bounced high on his steps.  He might as well have put on a nametag that said, ALPHA.
I positioned myself a few long steps away from the side door of the helicopter.  Martin groaned as I went out of his sight.  
The way was open for the Whites, and their attention focused fully on Martin as though I'd become invisible.
When they got within a few steps, still coming pretty fast, I jumped toward them, swinging my machete hard at the neck of the closest one.  His momentum carried him into my blade, and his head flew into the air as his arms reached up following the last instructions they'd received before the connection to the brain was lost.
The headless White's knees gave way, and he fell as I spun and kicked the alpha White in the side.  That bought me a second to bring my machete back for another swing.
Off balance, the alpha bumped into the female to his right, and their forward momentum smashed them into the Plexiglas cockpit window.
I hacked as the two fell and alpha boy raised a hand to block the blow, only to see his forearm fly away through a fountain of his blood.
Oddly, he still tried to reach at me with the stump as I hauled back on my blade to finish him with a hack through his face and into his brain.
His skull caught my machete, and when I tried to pull it away, I felt it jam as I watched the female crawl out from under the body, snarling and glaring death at me.  She was pissed.
Oh, well.
I let go of the machete and put all my might into a kick at her chin, which she clearly wasn’t expecting because she did nothing to dodge it.  Teeth broke, bone crunched, and her head snapped back and then fell limp as she collapsed.  I jumped forward and finished her with a hard stomp of my heel on her temple.
Breathing hard and grabbing my stuck machete to wrench it free, I looked up at Martin, who was wide-eyed and frozen.  "You all right?” I asked softly.
He nodded.
“We should go.”
You think?



Chapter 9
Martin opened the door and stepped inside.  He didn’t want to, but with the machete in hand, I insisted.  Yeah, I'd just saved his ass by the helicopter, but that didn't mean that I trusted him.
Nobody was inside to ambush me when I followed Martin in.
We entered a shop with worktables along the walls and a few long tables in the center of the room, all on metal legs with thick wooden tops capable of supporting a lot of weight.  Engine parts large and small, electronic parts, and pieces I had no hope of identifying lay everywhere, some organized on shelves, others in disarray or disassembled on the tables.  The shop smelled of machine oil, a welcome change since so many new rooms I entered held the smell of those who'd died there.
"Is this where you've been hiding?” I softly asked.
Martin pointed to the right where the L-shaped shop continued out of sight around a corner.  “Over there.  I had me a place after the Army collapsed and before the Survivor Army moved in.”  He patted his gut.  “They were a bunch of mean idiots but they took care of their pilots.  After I earned their trust, I used to sneak in here and stash extra food in case I had to use this place again.  Turns out I did, after all those naked ones attacked.  Happened a few days back.  Did you know about that?”
I cocked my head in the direction Martin had indicated.
Martin took the silent instruction and led.
I carefully stepped over metal pieces—of helicopters, I guessed—strewn on the floor, not wanting to kick anything and make noise.  
When I was able to see down the leg of the L-shaped room, Martin pointed to the far end at a rolling metal staircase twenty feet tall.  “I use that to get into a storeroom up there on top.”
I followed the line of his pointing finger and saw a balcony that looked to have been rudely constructed over an interior room.  The balcony was stacked with pieces of sheet metal, and behind the sheets I made out the shape of a door, dingy and hidden so much I'd have missed seeing it altogether had Martin not pointed it out.
“You wheel the ladder away when you come down so no Whites will accidentally wander up there when you’re gone?”
Martin nodded.
“But they could come up when you’re in there, right?”
“No,” answered Martin.  “Once I get up, I sit on the edge and give the ladder a good push with my feet.  It usually rolls ten or fifteen feet away and sits in the middle of the floor over there just like it is now.”
That made me suspicious.  I looked Martin up and down again.  He was far from athletic.  The balcony was at least fifteen feet up.  “How do you get back down with the ladder pushed out in the middle of the floor?”
Martin pointed at a support beam running down the wall near the edge of the balcony.  “I have a pair of leather welding gloves.  I put them on and slide down the beam.”
“You slide down?” I didn’t believe it.
Martin nodded and started forward.  "I leave them there on the steps after I come down.  That way I won't forget to bring them back up with me."
I followed Martin toward the ladder.  Sure enough, a pair of elbow-length gloves, blackened with grease and soot, lay on a step.  "Dangerous way to come down."
He raised his hands and showed me the grip.  "I have to hold on tight when I slide down the beam, so I don't hit the bottom too hard.”
We reached the ladder, and I gave Martin a look that said, "Go ahead."
He wheeled it quietly over to the wall below the balcony.  He looked at me.  “I lube the wheels whenever one starts to squeak.”
“You first.”
“Of course.”  He hauled his weight up the steps.  “You still don’t trust me.”
“You did just attack me.  I get why, but that kinda eroded the little trust I was building, so you first.”
Martin turned to look at me.  “Why’d you stay out there and save me from the infected? You could have ran away and left me there.”
“Doesn’t matter, does it?” I looked around the room and scanned across all the windows for any movement outside.  “Why don’t you just thank me and we’ll leave it at that.”
“Thank you.”  Martin extended a hand to shake.  
I looked at it for a moment but was unwilling to put my machete down.  I grasped his hand awkwardly with my left.  "You're welcome.”  I pulled my hand back.
“You want me to fly you somewhere, don’t you? You believe me now that I’m a pilot, right?”
“No,” I looked up at the balcony, urging Martin to get moving.  “I’m just tired of feeling shitty about things I’ve done.  Leaving you out there to die without knowing you’re a lying bastard who’s trying to get me killed would have been one more of those things to keep me awake at night.  So you don’t need to thank me.  I didn’t save your ass for you.  I did it for me.  That’s it.”
"That's selfish.”  Martin took the next step up.  "I'm still alive, though.  I appreciate it no matter why you did it."
At the top of the stairs, Martin said, “Walk softly on the balcony.  It makes a lot of noise down below if you go stomping across, alright?”
I urged Martin toward the door.  “Open it quietly and slowly.  You go in first.  Stay where I can see you.”
Martin crossed the balcony carefully, avoiding pieces of sheet metal that were extending corners and edges from out of their piles.  He whispered, “Don’t want to hit any of those.  They make a hell of a noise.”
I took his advice and stayed behind him.
He turned the handle on the door and swung it open.  
“Inside,” I told him.
He gave me a last look and stepped into the dim light of the storeroom.
I followed, ready for the ambush I kept expecting.
Martin stopped in the center of a space the size of an average living room.  All the shelves in the storage room had been scooted to one side, leaving about three-quarters of the room usable.  Along one wall, beneath a small window, some chair cushions had been fashioned into a bed.  Stacks of cans and cartons of food were piled by one wall.  A dozen five-gallon plastic buckets, all previously opened, were stacked in a corner.
The place clearly had only a single occupant, and that had to be Martin.  There was no gang of compatriots, no ambush.  At every turn, Martin's story checked out.
I pointed at the buckets.  “What are those for?”
“You know.”  Martin looked embarrassed.
I shook my head, suspicious again.
“Guys told me the way the infected find hiding people is by the smell.”
“The smell?” I asked.
"You know.  Stuff people don't think about.  A family hiding in an attic might have a latrine dug in their backyard to sneak down to and take care of business.  Some afraid to go outside might drop their business in a bucket and dump it out a window, so it doesn't stink up the hiding place.  The infected smell it.  They only have to be downwind, and a smelly latrine pit will give away a hiding place.  They follow their noses.  Then they search around and find the hiding place or they just wait behind a bush until somebody comes out to take a dump, and bam! They got you."
“So the buckets.”  I sniffed the air, guessing what was inside them.
"They've got rubber seals, most of ‘em,” said Martin.  "I pop a lid, do my business,” Martin walked over to a few rows of bleach bottles I hadn't noticed before.  "I pour in a little bleach, and I seal it up.  It's a temporary solution, you know.  I'll run out of buckets at some point, and I'll have to dump them somewhere.  I was thinking of waiting for a big rain and dumping them in a ditch nearby."
I nodded.  “Good thinking.  But you know the Whites, they’ll take a dump anywhere, right? Seems like I step in a pile of shit damn near every day.”
“But they spread it out, you know, wherever they happen to be.”
“Or when they hole up in a house somewhere, they leave it on the floor and stink up the place.”
Martin shrugged.  "I guess the infected who are out hunting by smell find those guys, too.”  Martin patted the top of a bucket.  "At least, they don't find me."
He was right about that so far.  I crossed the room and peeked out the window to see another hangar and a section of the tarmac.  A long line of Whites was running that slalom path they run, crossing from right to left through a row of helicopters sitting unperturbed, seemingly ready for use.  "Those all work?"
Martin nodded.  “They all need fuel and some of the guns need ammunition.”
I stepped away from the window and relaxed, lowering my machete to hang at my side.  I decided that Martin wasn’t a danger.  I still needed to find Murphy, though.  “Any ideas on where Murphy might be?”
Martin shook his head.  "Instead of sneaking off to come from an unexpected direction, he should have just come straight over here."
“We didn’t know if we could trust you.  Murphy did what he had to do.”
Martin pointed right.  “A couple hangars that way for the Black Hawks.”  He looked left.  “Two more for the Chinooks down that road, spread over a mile or so.”  He thumbed over his shoulder.  “Way out across the runways a couple more hangars over there for the Apaches.  Then it’s the yards for the tanks and Humvees and fuel trucks.  By now, I suppose he could be anywhere.”
“He’s not anywhere.”  I rubbed my hand over my forehead as though the act might do something to soothe a headache that was growing with my worry over Murphy.  “He wouldn’t wander away.  He’s not like that.”
“You guys been friends a long time?”
“Since the day it started.  We helped each other out.  We’ve been through some shit.”
Martin sat down on his makeshift bed.  “What do you want to do?”
“That’s not what you’re asking,” I spat, my fatigue and my worry turning a hard edge on my tone.  “You mean what do I want you to do?”
“You’ve got the machete.”
I glared at Martin and saw his right hand on the edge of one of his bed cushions, not resting, not taking the weight he was pretending to lean on it.  “You’ve got a gun stashed under that cushion, don’t you?”
Martin’s face froze in a fake smile.
I measured the distance between us and figured if he went for the pistol, I could pounce across the room and remove his hand with my blade before he could bring the weapon up high enough to shoot.
From the look in Martin’s eyes, he was doing the same calculation.
“If you had a loaded gun here, why’d you go out with an empty one?”
Martin pursed his lips as he thought about his answer.  “I used all the bullets.”
I laughed.  "You're a shitty liar?” And that was a lie too.  The only thing I was sure about was that Martin had not emptied his magazine shooting at Whites, or he'd be dead.
Martin looked at his feet.  “I brought the empty gun with me in case I came across some ammunition.  Then I wouldn’t be unarmed.”
“Tough luck on that.”  I looked at Martin’s hand again, still poised.  “Or that’s the lie.”  
“Yeah,” Martin agreed.  “Or that’s the lie.
Shit.  Being honest with myself, I couldn’t tell.  “Pull your gun out if you want.”
Martin looked at the nicked blade of my machete.  He knew it earned every one of its metallic scars from killing people just like him—infected.
“I’m not going to kill you.  I think you’ve been truthful with me.  You’re not going to shoot me, are you?”
Martin grinned and rubbed a hand over his wrist.  “After keeping me tied up all night, I might.  But like you said, the gun must be empty.”
I rolled my eyes and went back to look out the window, hoping I hadn’t just made a fatal mistake.



Chapter 10
After checking the chamber for a round, Martin laid the pistol in his lap and looked at me.  He ejected the magazine and tossed it over.  It was full.  I looked at Martin and didn’t know what to say.
“Like I said, I used all my bullets in the other gun.  I got trapped in the building, killed a bunch of infected, and then hid out where you guys found me.  I’ve been there most of the day waiting until the middle of the night to come back here.”
I looked at the full magazine in my hand and tossed it back to Martin.  “I guess that kind of establishes where we stand.”
“What do you mean?” Martin asked.
"I'm not going to kill you for no reason, and apparently you're not going to kill me.  We're the good guys."
“Do I get a white hat?”
"You were talking about flying somewhere,” I said.  "Do you have anywhere in mind?"
"Like I said, oil platforms, an island somewhere.  Thing is, I don't have the range to get to any island in the Caribbean.  I could make it to an oil platform, though.  As safe as a place like that might be, I'm not in any kind of shape to handle a problem, you know.  Suppose I land on a big platform and some infecteds are already there.”  Martin looked himself up and down.  "Gun or not.  With this old body, I think I'd be taking a chance."
“So you were fishing for friends to tag along with you when you brought it up.”
“Couldn’t be any worse than wherever you’ve been.”
I shrugged.  “Some places were better.”
“But they didn’t last, did they?”
"Wouldn't be here if they did.”  I looked back out the window.  The long helix of Whites out on the tarmac had finally passed by.  I didn't have a count, but I guessed five hundred, maybe a thousand.  "I've got to go find Murphy.  You going to be here awhile?”
“I’ve got nowhere to go.”
“Is it cool if I come back?”
“You gonna tie me up again?”
I smiled and shook my head.  I walked over and extended a hand—my right hand.
Martin shook and said, “Come back.  Think about those oil platforms.  They could be the ticket.”
“I think I know a place that’ll be better for us both if you’re game.”  I crossed over to the door.  
“Where?”
“I’ll tell you when I get back.”
“Don’t trust me yet?” Martin said with a chuckle.  “I didn’t shoot you.”
“I know.  But it’s one thing to gamble my life on trust.  I’m not gambling other people’s lives on it.”  I stepped through the door.  “Mind if I use your gloves to slide down the support beam?”
“As long as you toss them back up so I can use them if you don’t make it back.”
“Will do.”
“Good luck.”



Chapter 11
I closed the door behind me.  I carefully avoided the sheet metal leaning against the wall, scooted around a rail, and gripped the I-beam edges.  I put one foot against the beam and stepped off the balcony.  The gloves took all the heat from the friction and protected my hands as I slid down.  My boots hit the ground softly enough.  I peeled off the gloves and tossed them back up to the balcony and crossed the shop to a door that I guessed would lead me into the hangar's main bay.
Luckily, the double doors both had windows that gave me a view of most of the hangar.  All I saw were helicopters—six of them—all in some state of disassembly, caught mid-repair when the world changed.  No Whites, though.  That long helix I'd spotted must have kept going on by.  Neither did I see any of the Survivor Army knuckleheads—in fact, none alive since the battle a few days ago.  I pushed through the swinging doors, silent and slow, then stopped to listen.  I heard nothing but wind blowing through the open hangar door and swirling through metal joists high overhead.
I worked my way along the wall, keeping an eye out for anything that might be of use to me, mostly an M-16 or M-4, any military rifle that might have been dropped by somebody on their way to becoming dinner for a gang of hungry Whites.  Unfortunately, the only guns I saw were those mounted in the door gunner positions on the helicopters—powerful and badass, the machine guns action movie heroes carry into the climax to shoot all the bad guys.  Too unwieldy for me to remove and tote around.
When I reached the front of the hangar, I peaked out at the tarmac.  More helicopters.  One had crashed and burned, leaving a black skeleton of aluminum and a broad, burnt smudge on the sandy-gray concrete.  The remains of plenty of corpses lay everywhere I looked, scattered bones and tattered remnants of the clothes they'd been wearing when their god had called them home.
Knowing the direction Murphy had gone when he’d left the night before, I decided to move toward the next Black Hawk hangar to my right in the half-mile long row.  As soon as I turned to jog in that direction I spotted movement and froze.  I dropped to a knee and pressed against the hangar’s door.
A helicopter was lying at an angle with broken rotor blades.  It had landed hard.  The concrete all around it was scarred with huge scrapes and spilled petroleum.  Murphy stepped out from behind it, waved at me, and I saw his grin.
I didn’t know whether to smile or curse.
Murphy took a long scan across the empty spaces.  Satisfied himself about the safety, and jogged toward me.
I slipped back inside the hangar and waited in the shadows, out of sight of any hidden Whites or Survivor Army assholes that might be lurking.
After a minute or two, Murphy rounded the corner into the hanger and stopped next to me.  “Dude.”
"Dude?” I shook my head with my mouth hanging open in dramatic offense.  It was a look my mother had used on me a thousand times when I'd come home late.  I just didn't realize in that moment I was channeling the Harpy.  "You disappear all night long.  I think you're dead somewhere, and all I get is a ‘dude'?"
Murphy laughed and slapped my shoulder.  Then he hushed and looked around.
“It’s cool,” I told him.  “This place is empty.”
Murphy walked deeper into the hanger.  
I followed, taking a last look outside.  “What happened?”
"I think I need to make up some dramatic shit, or you're gonna act like a bitch about it."
“Whatever.”
“No, seriously.”
I stopped by one of the partially disassembled helicopters and positioned myself to see anything that might come through the open hangar doors.  Murphy watched the doors to the shop and other storerooms at the back.  I said, “I’m cool.  I’m just tired and grouchy.  I need to get on a regular sleep schedule.”
“I think maybe we need to make coffee a priority on our scrounge list.”
I rolled my eyes.  “What happened? Why didn’t you come back? Did you run into trouble?”
“After I snuck out last night I went down to the far end of the row of hangars,” Murphy pointed, “thinking if that dude was—”  Murphy cut himself off and looked around.  “Where’s that dude?”
“In a storeroom over there.”  I nodded toward the back of the hangar.
“Why’d you come over here?”
“Long story.  Tell me what happened.”
"Like I said,” Murphy pointed again, "I was coming around way down by the other end and, well, there's nothing to tell.  I was sneaking along, doing my thing.  Lots of bodies down there, by the way.  I was trying not to step in anything when I noticed a bunch of Whites coming in my direction.  They didn't act like they saw me, being so dark and all, so I hid in a helicopter.  I wasn't in the mood for running and shooting and shit so I thought I'd give them a little bit and after they passed by I'd go about my business."
“But?” I asked.
“They hung around and started scavenging the dead up there.  You know those kind of Whites that’ll eat any dead guy.”
I nodded.  “And?”
"Well I ended up sitting in that helicopter a long time, and I got comfortable.  And like you said, neither of us have been getting enough sleep lately."
“You dozed off?”
Murphy’s expression turned sheepish.  “Woke up a little while ago, just in time to see those Whites run off.”
He was probably talking about the same band I’d seen spiral by when I was looking out the window from Martin’s room a while ago.
“So what’s the deal with that dude?” Murphy asked.
“Martin.  He’s up there in his hideout.  It’s a storeroom above one of the machine shops just like he said.  Looks like only he’s been up there.  You know, one bed.  Some supplies.  Everything he’s told me checked out.”
“He could still be lying.”
“He’s got a gun.”
"He picked one up when you guys were coming over here?” Murphy asked, "With his hands tied?"
“I untied his hands.”  It was my turn to look sheepish.  “He had it hidden under his mattress.”
“He drew it on you?”
“He was acting squirrelly when he sat down on his bed.  I figured he had something.”
“What’d you do?”
“I told him to pull it out.  I pretty much trusted him by then, well you know, as much as I’m going to trust anybody like that, and I told him to take out his gun if he wanted to.”
“You two must have buddied right up overnight.”
“I had to smack him a time or two,” I admitted.
“A time or two?” Murphy laughed.  “What’s that mean?”
“It’s a long story but he kinda got free and tried to wrestle my machete away.”
Murphy laughed some more.  “And you trusted him with the gun?” His face changed.  He was suspicious.  “You’re fuckin’ with me, right?”
“No.”  I felt embarrassed over the choice.
“You’re an idiot sometimes.”
“It worked out,” I countered.
"A lucky idiot."
Yeah, lucky me.  I knew I’d taken a big risk, a stupid risk, but it was my risk to take.
“What’s the plan now?” Murphy patted a big palm on the drab green side of a Black Hawk.  “Can Martin really fly one of these?”
I started walking toward the storeroom.  “Seems like you’re already thinking the same thing I’m thinking.”
"To fly one of these to College Station instead of driving.”  Murphy put an arm around my shoulder and jostled me.  "Because I've heard that driving can be dangerous these days."
“Yeah.  That’s exactly what I’m thinking.”



Chapter 12
Among other things, Fort Hood had been a stockpile of the Army’s tried and true tools for killing folks on an industrial scale, a temple to our culture’s conceit as to how effectively we figured we could slaughter all comers.  Unfortunately, the enemy that showed up, a virus and the people it twisted to its purpose, wasn’t on the list of foes the army had prepared for.  Still, it was hard not to fall under the infatuating spell of all that firepower, even with the evidence of its failure spread nearly everywhere I looked, the bodies of the dead.  Now Fort Hood was an Easter egg hunt and the prizes hidden in the carnage were weapons and ammunition.
Aside from being crusted in the blood of the last person to pull the trigger, most of the M4s we found looked damn near worn out.  Murphy assured me that wasn’t uncommon.  The taxpaying public liked the Army to get their money’s worth out of the weapons they bought.  I found a set of night vision goggles, military boots, camouflage pants, and a shirt that fit.  All were gory, but cleanliness wasn’t the showstopper while shopping for a new wardrobe.  Finding garments that hadn’t been ripped off the previous owner’s body was the trick.
I found a serviceable pistol with enough magazines to make me feel well-armed.  Well, that along with my knife and indispensible machete.  Better yet, I discovered that rummaging through the remnants of the dead, I came across hand grenades, one here, a couple there.  They totaled several dozen by the time I stopped searching.  Not all for just me, of course, they were good additions to our arsenal.
We spent two days loading a Black Hawk helicopter Martin selected for our trip.  We topped off the fuel, scrounged what little food could be found, loaded up our weapons, and gathered ammunition for the door guns on the helicopter.  Murphy was loaded up with everything he needed, and Martin, who we were building a trust for by then, was armed as well.
Martin told us that the Black Hawk had a payload of a couple thousand pounds so we had plenty of weight to spare if we wanted to continue loading.  Neither Murphy or me wanted to.  We’d been in Fort Hood long enough.  It was time to move on.  We had enough extra that our new employers in College Station would be grateful.  When we needed more, we could come back.
All we had to do after that was to wait for morning to leave.  The flight to College Station would take maybe an hour.  I wanted a full day just in case we needed it.  I’d been around the block enough times to know that every plan, no matter how simple, goes to shit when Whites get involved.
The next day, the early morning air was chilly but tolerable as Martin piloted the helicopter into the air.  I sat in the gunner seat behind the pilot’s seat, looking through an open window.  Murphy was behind me at the machine gun on the other side.  We all wore helmets and were able to communicate over the Black Hawk’s intercom.
We were a hundred feet off the tarmac with Whites coming out of their nighttime hiding places to gawk or run toward us.  Murphy said, “Okay, now I believe Martin.”
“What?” Martin asked over the intercom.
“That you can really fly this thing.”
Martin laughed.
I didn’t say anything.  I still had my doubts but was willing to make the bet.  Few things were certain anymore.
Martin announced, “The air seems stable this morning.”  As we passed over the hangar we’d spent the previous few nights in, he added, “We should have a smooth ride.”  We started west, climbing as we went.  
We flew over the field where the Whites and the Survivor Army clashed.  Below, along the streets, naked ones came out to watch us fly over.  Some made the choice to chase.  Their sad little brains just couldn’t extrapolate the logical conclusion that we were too far away and moving too fast.  They saw us, they thought they could catch us.
Through the decay they ran.
Houses had burned, leaving surrounding yards and neighboring properties blackened.  Trash blew across streets and open fields.  Bodies, when they could be identified, or at least those smudges they left, discolorations, shredded clothes, and scattered bones were just about everywhere.  On the two-lane country roads between the subdivisions and through the farms leading out into the country, cars littered the shoulders and roads, some alone, some stalled in convoys—crooked, metallic caterpillars.  The contents of suitcases and provisions were scattered across the asphalt and into the ditches.  Spreading out from the vehicles, like poisonous clumps of pollen, lay the smudges and bones, often close, sometimes forty, fifty, a hundred feet away.  
For the people trying to get out of Killeen, driving to escape failed.  Running to get away from cars jammed on the road failed them.  Fighting the infected with whatever they’d had on their person failed too.  
Futile struggle and death.
By the time we were over Stillhouse Hollow Lake, we were high enough that the coming extinction of humankind wasn't so obvious.  I spotted the Bell County Expo center looking much smaller from up in the sky than I expected it to be.  Interstate 35 slipped behind us, and then we were over farm country.
The morning landscape was peaceful.  A fog filled the creek beds and low valleys in white—sometimes thick white, sometimes just a gossamer haze over the fields with cattle grazing, oblivious.  In places, all I saw were treetops and roofs floating on clouds that hid the earth below.  
Heading southeast, we paralleled the road Murphy and I had led the naked horde down on our way to Fort Hood.  It was dotted with the houses we’d burned, and the ground all along it was scarred by the destructive passage of tens of thousands of naked Whites.
We didn't have a plan in the detailed sense for what lay ahead.  We were going to fly over College Station and hope that showing up in a helicopter didn't spark an incident.  The Survivor Army had given a lot of people in Texas good reason to greet them with bullets instead of talk.  We needed to find a safe place to land—no Whites nearby, and none close enough to draw in.  Of course, I suggested landing the Black Hawk on a roof on campus, but Martin told me the helicopter had an empty weight of five tons and a loaded weight twice that.  Martin explained to me that he didn't want to die caving in a roof.
Not hard to understand.



Chapter 13
When the Texas A&M campus came into view, Martin turned the helicopter in a wide, clockwise circle so we could get a look at what we were getting ourselves into.  I got out of my seat and stepped carefully through the narrow space in front of a forward-facing row of jump seats across the helicopter’s main bay.  I looked over Murphy’s shoulder, out the window.  Murphy had both hands on his machine gun, ready to fire.  Everything new required caution.  That’s just the way the world worked.
“What do you think?” Martin asked over the intercom.
“Looks like every place else,” Murphy answered.
“We’re about fifteen hundred feet,” said Martin.  “You want me to take it down some?”
“Yeah.”  I didn’t think we were going to see anything we needed from so high.
As we descended, the world below clarified into shit again.  Disappointment festered through hopes I hadn’t realized I’d been fostering until they started to fracture.  When Fritz talked about what his group had done in College Station I’d created a picture in my mind, unrealistic for sure, an idyllic oasis, a remnant of the old world surrounded by a tall-enough, tough-enough barrier to keep the grotesque savagery of the new world out.
And why the fuck does it hurt when hopes shatter? Isn’t the world full of enough pain over real things, like when our loved ones die?
All I saw was the evidence of death, and it was depressing.  It gave the impression that nothing below was alive except for the Whites who moved in their helices and gangs.  Some hunted individually and in small groups with no organization.  They all looked up, though, when they heard the sound of the Black Hawk.  Though it wasn’t likely any of them had heard the sound of an engine or seen a moving vehicle on the ground or in the air for months, their snail brains still remembered the smorgasbord from those first days and weeks, when cars were everywhere, full of fleeing food.  In those days, a White barely needed to do anything to feed except wait by a road for a car to come to a stop.  Then it was only a matter of breaking the glass or taking advantage of humans’ bad choices to get out of their cars.
As Martin drew the Black Hawk into tighter circles around the campus, Murphy pointed and said, “You see what I’m seeing?”
“Yeah.”  
The density of remains got thicker and thicker near the western corner of the campus, and the flowery pattern of death seemed to be centered on a cluster of buildings.
Martin's voice crackled over the intercom.  "Tell me where to go, fellas."
Murphy pointed to the carnage around the buildings at the western corner of the campus.  “If they’re here, that’s got to be where.”
“Can we go lower?” I asked into the intercom.
“We can go all the way down to the ground,” Martin laughed.
Rolling my eyes for no one to see, I said, “You know what I mean.”
“Somewhat.”  He asked, “How low do you want to go?”
“Low enough to tell what kind of cars are parked down there?”
Martin laughed.
Murphy turned and looked at me.
I pointed at the ground.  “If the Mustang is down there, then we’re in the right place.  Right?”
Martin said, “I could drop down to about five hundred feet.”
Murphy turned back to his window and resituated himself in front of his machine gun.
I put a hand on a bulkhead and leaned forward.
“You’re crowding me, man.”  Murphy shouldered me over a bit.  “Why don’t you go back to your side?”
“Everything is on this side of the helicopter.”
Martin said, “The copilot seat is empty.”
I leaned away from Murphy and seated myself in one of the four jump seats facing forward.  Looking to my right gave me a view out the same side of the aircraft as Murphy.  It also left me feeling unnerved to have floor to ceiling open doorways to my left and right, because of the angle of the Black Hawk, one showing nothing but sky and the other ground.  It didn’t help that Martin was descending, leaving my feet feeling a little light, with a little less friction under my soles than I preferred.
I grabbed the frame of the jump seat tightly as I watched the ground.
Martin turned the Black Hawk into a tighter circle and the helicopter banked more steeply.  
With growing worry that I’d slip right out the side, I’d have gotten myself strapped in, but I couldn’t bring myself to let go of anything.  “This is more exhilarating than I thought it would be.”
Murphy chuckled, telling Martin, "He's afraid he's going to fall out."
Martin laughed and angled the helicopter into another steeply banking turn.
“Asshole!”  I yelled.  “Why don’t you just hover?”
Martin leveled out and straightened it up again.  “Sorry.  Couldn’t help myself.”
“I think I see it,” said Murphy.
“It?” Martin asked.
“The car.  The Mustang,” Murphy clarified.  “Look, Zed.  Down there by the four-story building.”
I scanned below.  “The one with the solar panels all over the roof?”
"Yeah, back at the corner in the parking lot.  By that loading dock.  I think it's attached to a cable.  I think they're charging it."
“That your Mustang?” Martin asked as he found a spot in the air to hold the Black Hawk steady for a moment.
“Black with green stripes,” Murphy confirmed.
“You see the roof of the building?” I asked.
“The solar panels are all fucked up,” said Murphy.
“Look again.”
“Oh.”
"Oh, what?” Martin asked.
“Whites,” I told him.  “On the roof.”
“Take us in closer,” I ordered.  With Whites on the building that I assumed Grace, Jazz, Fritz, and Gabe were in, I felt guilt.  Grace and Jazz wouldn’t have come to College Station if they’d never met me and Murphy.  Fritz and Gabe would have anyway.  Now they were all down there somewhere, in trouble, or dead.  I forgot about my fear of slipping out the side of the helicopter, got to my feet, and took a few steps over to lean into the cockpit.
As I moved behind him, Murphy said, “Hold on there, cowboy.”  He was probably guessing I had bad ideas in mind.
I patted Martin on the arm, careful not to touch any of the knobs and dials on the wide console between the pilot and copilot seats.  “Get us down close.  I want to see inside the windows.”
Shaking his head, Martin said, “So things here aren’t what those guys said they would be.”
“Things go to shit,” I told him.  “You know that.”
“What’s the plan?” he asked.  “What are we looking for?”
“Our friends.”  I straightened up and turned to look over Murphy’s shoulder out the window.
Over the intercom, Murphy muttered, “Null Spot rides again.”



Chapter 14
At a hundred feet off the ground and just thirty or forty feet higher than the top of the building with the solar panels, Martin piloted the Black Hawk in a tight, slow circle around the building, giving us views of all sides.  The Whites on top of the roof crowded the edges, following us around, trying to reach toward the sky and grab across an impossible distance, yelling their frustration through angry faces and bared teeth.  More and more came out of the stairway and onto the roof.  
I struggled to get the microphone on my headset positioned.  “Lower,” I told Martin.
“No.”
“What? Take us closer.”  I let my anger over Martin’s response show.
“No,” he replied.  “Too many hazards flying that low with so many buildings around.”
I started to say something and Murphy elbowed me hard in the ribs as he covered the mic with his other hand.  “Chill, dude.  Let Martin do his job.  He’s the pilot.  All you know about flying in helicopters is what you learned playing video games.”
Murphy was right.  I tried not to sulk.  
“You can see all you need to see from here,” Martin added.
I scanned the grounds as we circled.  Naked Whites were all over the place, coming out of buildings, out from behind bushes, out of broken-down cars.  The loud whup-whup-whup of the rotors was getting the attention of every White around the campus.  “You think that’s the naked horde, some of the ones who disappeared from Fort Hood?”
“That’s not the whole horde, or at least all that’s left of it, but there’s a lot of them down there.”  Murphy pointed at a lawn in the direction of the campus center.  Several hundred naked Whites were running in our direction.
“Why’d they come back here?” I asked, as much of myself as anyone.
“They scattered in every direction after the battle,” said Murphy.
A mob of Whites was starting to run a circle on the ground to match the one we were making in the air.  On brown grass between the buildings in every direction, Whites wound their way toward us.
All around the base of the building, I noticed fortifications.  The building across the street, the Veterinary Sciences Building—it said so on a big sign—was similarly fortified.  Several nearby structures also showed signs of fortification, though to a lesser degree.  In and amongst the buildings were strewn the remains, both old and fresh bodies.  These had to be the buildings where Fritz’s people had built their home and from where they protected the sequestered scientists who were working to bring hope back to the world.
And now Whites were everywhere, and I couldn’t help but conclude that had I not led the naked horde into battle with the Survivor Army, had I not assassinated their leadership, then maybe the horde would have kept heading north toward Dallas and hiked themselves onto my list of yesterday’s problems.  Instead, the horde had dispersed, and thousands of them were down below on the campus with plenty of Smart Ones among them.  And they’d done what they were best at doing, they’d found the normal humans, and they’d overwhelmed their defenses.
Over the noise of the helicopter’s rotors, the Harpy’s voice cackled as she insisted that it was my fault.
Not true.
But enough of it was.
Through my desire to get revenge, I’d inadvertently killed mankind’s only hope, their only chance at a vaccine.  As I ruminated myself into guilty despair, a rational thought in my head told me that these couldn’t be the only scientists the whole world over who’d survived and were working on a vaccine, but the irrational part won out.  I knew about the ones who’d been working in the buildings below.  I didn’t know about any others.
Murphy bumped me again and pointed down at the building.  I looked just in time to see a dark glass curtain wall panel shattering and falling away.  The classroom behind the falling glass held people—normal people—waving to get our attention.
I said, “They need our help.”
Murphy groaned.



Chapter 15
It was time for commands.  “Martin,” I called into the intercom, “take us down, level with the roof.”  I patted Murphy on the shoulder.  “Ok, machine gun boy.  Kill ‘em all.”
Murphy turned to look at me.  “I can clear the roof from up here.  What’s your plan?”
I leaned out the side window to get a full look at the situation.  “I don’t know how desperate those people are, but they broke out that window knowing the noise will give every White inside a woody, not to mention the ones running across the grass.  Those people are desperate.”
“Murphy?” Martin asked.  
“I don’t know about this,” said Murphy.
“Look,” I told them, “I’ve been down this road before, at the hospital, we don’t have time to dick around.  Either we get down there and we do it now, or we bail out on these people.  And Murphy,” I pointed, “those might be our friends in that classroom.”
“Don’t you think I know that?” Murphy shot back into his mic.  He huffed and yelled over the noise.  “As usual, this is stupid.”
I grinned.  “When has that stopped me?”
“If you’re going in,” said Murphy, “I am too.”
“No way,” I told him.
“Just so you guys know,” Martin interrupted, “we can stay here for an hour, maybe two if we want to push our luck.  But if we go much longer than that, we won’t make it back to Fort Hood.”
“Can’t we just set down by a convenience store and gas up?” I asked, urgency rushing my words.
“No,” said Martin.  “She’ll run on diesel, but we’ll only get about four hours of flight time.  After that, we’re done.  We’ll have to get another Black Hawk.  Regular diesel gums things up.”
“Take us down then,” I ordered again.  “Murphy, you clear the guys off the roof.  I’ll get a couple of rifles, a load of ammo, and as many grenades as I can carry.  I’ll hop off on the roof, run down the stairs, liberally applying my grenades to clear my way.  I need to get down two floors and possibly down a hallway.  If things look too hairy, I’ll turn around and come back to the helicopter.”
“No you won’t,” said Murphy.
“No, I won’t.  You know me too well.”  I patted Murphy’s machine gun.  “I need you here.  This is a lot of firepower.  This will make it work.”
“It won’t do you any good inside the building.”
“I don’t plan to be in there long.”
“Every White in a mile is already comin’ this way.”  Murphy looked at me expecting that argument to sway me.
It didn’t.
Shaking his head, Murphy spoke into the intercom.  “Martin, take us down.”  He looked at me.  “Gear up, buddy, in two minutes, every White on that roof will be dead.  And I’ll probably fuck up most of those homemade solar panel arrays, so don’t cut yourself.”
Martin orbited the building just above the level of the roof.  At that range, the Whites didn’t have a chance.  Murphy opened fire and slaughtered them.  For my part, I had as many full magazines stuffed into my tactical vest as I could fit.  I had an M4 on a strap over my shoulder, my machete in a sheath, a pistol in my holster, a dozen hand grenades tucked in wherever I could put them, and another loaded M4 in my hands.  I wasn’t worried about my aim.  I figured I’d be close enough to anything I was shooting at to be deadly.
As soon as the last of the Whites on the roof fell, Murphy shouted, “Now or never.”
Martin swung the Black Hawk over the roof, came down close, and held it steady.  Murphy nodded at me, but his face was wrinkled with worry.
“Don’t worry mom,” I stretched a big smile.  “I’ll be right back.”  I jumped out of the helicopter and landed on the roof, running toward the stairwell as soon as my boots touched down.



Chapter 16
My adrenaline was coursing.  My heart was pounding.  Shredded Whites were dead or bleeding out all around me.  I knew I might also be dead in the next five minutes but I was back in the shit, and I didn’t care.  I was where I belonged, surrounding myself in a fragile illusion of immortality that expanded with each splash of warm blood around my boots.
I stopped running with my back to a brick wall beside a closed steel door.  Stairs leading down were on the other side.  
Best way to proceed?
I’d brought a dozen grenades for a reason.
I took one in hand, flipped off the grenade’s thumb clip, let go of my rifle to hang in its sling, and pulled the grenade’s pin.  With my free hand, I pulled the door open and swung my arm to toss the grenade in.
Wide-mouthed hollers and white-skinned beasts bursting out the door bowled me over, and I fell.
The grenade got away from me.
Whites tumbled on top of me while others rolled off.  I got stepped on, elbowed, and kneed as my anger and urgency flared.  Frenzied Whites tried to get to their feet, spellbound by the sound of helicopter machinery and a chattering machine gun.
My bubble of immortality popped, and I scrambled with only a single purpose: to get through the door and on the other side of the brick wall before my few seconds of grenade fuse time expired.
I rolled, kicked, and crawled, got a hand on the edge of the door and pulled myself through, not giving the slightest thought to shins kicking my face or feet stomping my back as the Whites flowed through the doorway.
I got my torso through and just inside the wall.  I pulled my legs inside and tucked into a ball as the grenade detonated.  Whites’ screams notched up and were suddenly snuffed.  The shockwave punched the air out of my lungs, thumped my skull, and put a deadening ring in my ears.
Damn.  Too close.
But I’m still alive.  
Ha!
I shook my head and blinked my eyes, consumed for the moment with regaining my senses and trying to figure out if all my pieces still worked—shoulders, elbows, hands.  So glad to still have hands! Legs, knees, ankles, feet.
I looked around.  
Whites outside were groaning.  One in the doorway was sitting up, hands rubbing across a face that was red mush with a messy hole where a mouth used to be.  More Whites were on the landing just inside the open door, dazed and bloody.  They had no way of knowing the blast was coming.  They hadn’t protected themselves behind a brick wall like I’d done.  Tough shit for them.
Time to move.
I got up on wobbly knees, put a hand on my M4 and pointed it in front of me while grabbing a railing to keep my balance.  My head was still spinning but getting rapidly better.  I’d be fine—fine enough.  I had a momentary advantage, and I needed to push it.
The stairs were slippery with blood.  More coated the rail and dripped down the walls.  The grenade’s shrapnel had blown through the open door and done a lot of damage.
At the first landing on the way down, a White was getting to his feet and trying to orient himself.  He looked at me with uncertainty on his face.  I kicked him in the face as I came forward.  His head bounced off the cinderblock wall and he fell.  One less problem to deal with on the way back up.
The next staircase was empty, and I moved faster down that one to the next landing.  That put me one floor toward my goal with another to go.
A White was just coming up from the next landing.  I fired.  Chips of brick sprayed all through the stairwell where my bullets missed—most of them.  The White toppled as blood spewed from a hole in the center of his chest.  At least one of my bullets found its mark.
My ears were ringing again from shooting in the confined space.  I hurried down.  More Whites were in the stairwell, maybe a dozen on the floors below.
I rounded another landing, saw the last stairway clear, and bounded down, stopping by the door.  I paused.  I was on the floor where the people had broken out the window.  That meant there had to be Whites in the hall.  With more Whites coming up the stairs, my time for figuring out my next step was limited, severely so.
Think.  Think.  Sequence.  Be calm.  
I took a deep breath, let go of my rifle, removed a couple of hand grenades, one in each hand, flipped the thumb clips, and pulled the pins.
One more breath.
Don’t fuck this one up like the last one.
I flung the door wide and saw twenty or thirty Whites, some nearby, gnawing on the dead, many far down, tearing at a barrier of piled desks and chairs.  Some of them looked at me.
I heaved a grenade toward the barricade.  I tossed another in hopes of getting it to land halfway down the hall as I stepped behind the protection of another brick wall.  The steel door slowly closed as feet came running and howls in the hall swelled.
Two explosions blasted in rapid succession, both dulled by the ringing still in my ears.  I felt them both, but nothing like I’d felt on the roof a minute before.
Whites from downstairs went crazy at the sounds.
I took one more grenade, pulled the pin, and dropped it through the gap between the handrails and ran into the hall.  Eight left.
The floor was slick with blood, and it smelled of cordite and torn intestines.  Whites screamed through a fog of dust.  I leveled my M4 and jogged, firing in the direction of anything that moved.
Halfway to the barriers, the dust grew so thick I could only make out the glow of light coming from windows at the far end of the hall, no detail inside.  I planted my feet, leveled my rifle and emptied the magazine at the hall ahead, hoping my bullets found their home in anything but walls and floors.  I popped the empty magazine out and put a full one in to take its place.  
I moved into the cloud of dust, careful with my footing.  Whites were on the floor.  One made a half-hearted grab for my ankle.  I put a bullet in his head.  I shot another for making the mistake of coughing out the blood filling its lungs.
I had plenty of bullets and wasn’t taking chances.
I reached the barricade, the tumble of office furniture crammed into a doorway.  I called, “Anybody in there?”
“Yeah,” someone immediately shouted back.  “You from the helicopter?”
“Who gives a shit where I’m from?” I laughed.  “You need help?”
“Zed?”
Say what? “Fritz?”
“You’re still alive?”
You’re still alive?
That brought an unexpected memory of Steph.  We’d greeted each other that way over countless text messages when she was stuck in the hospital all those months ago.  But fuck wayward memories.  I had urgent shit to tend to.  “We need to hurry this along, Fritz.  Know what I mean?”
The sound of desks tumbling on the other side of the barrier confirmed the people inside were rushing to tear it down.
“We’re about out of ammunition,” Fritz called through the pile.  “A handful of rounds between us.”
“I brought some with.”  Noises from the far end of the hall got my attention, but I couldn’t make out the doorway to the stairs through the settling dust.  “I’ve got M4 magazines along with some grenades.”  I scooted a desk into the center of the hall, kneeled down behind it, and rested an elbow on it as I steadied my aim at where I figured the stairwell door was.  “I brought an extra M4, too.”
The steady slap of bare feet on tile floor echoed up the hall, jogging, and then sprinting.
All I saw was white dust.
I held my fire and kept my weapon pointed down the center of the hall.
The steps drew closer, and more footsteps sounded.
“Oh fuck it.”  I fired in three-round bursts.  Once, twice.
A scream from down the hall told me I hit something.
A white-skinned figure materialized out of the white cloud so close to me that I pulled the trigger as I ducked to my right.
Red holes burst through the White’s chest as he tumbled over the desk and came down on the floor behind me.  I jumped to my feet and stomped him twice in the face.
“You okay?” Fritz shouted.
“Fine,” I told him as I leveled my weapon down the hall.  “We’re running out of time.”
I turned, knelt, positioned my rifle on the desk, and emptied another magazine.
Groans and screams.  No footsteps for the moment.  That wouldn’t last.
I unslung the extra M4 and pulled the magazines out of my vest and laid them on the table.  I wasn’t preparing for a last stand, I was preparing to hand off my weapons and the ammunition.  Nearly anybody would be better with the gun than me.  With proficient, armed men to back me up, I’d do just fine with my machete and pistol.
A moment later, a gap opened up in the barrier and Fritz climbed through, panting heavily from the effort.  
I nodded at the magazines on the table.  “First come, first serve.”
Fritz, carrying an M16 already, ejected a magazine, letting it clatter to the floor.  He slammed another into his receiver and tucked a few more into his pockets.  “We weren’t ready for them when they came last night.”
I shrugged.  I’d heard a thousand versions of the story and witnessed enough myself that I didn’t need to be told again.  “You can’t see the stairwell door at the end of the hall, but they’re coming in that way.”
Fritz nodded and raised his weapon.
A woman came through the door with a shotgun in hand.  Her eyes immediately landed on the pile of magazines.  “You got any 12-gauge?”
I shook my head and raised my M4.  “You ever use one of these?”
She looked astonished.  
“I can’t hit shit I shoot at,” I told her.  “Have you ever shot—”
She reached out for the weapon.  “I hunt with an AR-15.  Same thing.”
“Take it.”
She took the weapon and gave it a quick look, checking the chamber and the magazine before loading herself up with more ammunition.  She stepped around the desk and brought the weapon to her shoulder.  Her and Fritz covered the hall as more people helped each other through the hole in the barrier.
I drew my pistol and pulled out my machete.
“How many?” I asked.
“Us and those three,” answered Fritz.
“Any more in the building?”
“I don’t think so,” he told me.  “I haven’t heard any fighting from the other floors since before the sun came up.”
“Okay, here’s the plan.  As soon as you guys are ready, we’ll hit the stairs at the end of the hall, get up to the roof, and the helicopter will pick us up.”
Fritz nodded and looked at the woman with my M4.  “Remember the guy I told you about, the one we left out by Caldwell in the middle of the night, not wearing a stitch of clothes? He shows up here with a helicopter.”  Fritz laughed a manic sound.  
Fear affects everybody differently.
The woman looked me up and down.  She didn’t seem impressed.  “He the one that bumped your head, Fritz?”
Fritz ran his finger across a bandage on his forehead.  “It’s nothing.”
One of the guys helping the injured woman said, “Ready.”
Fritz gave us all a glance and said, “Follow me.”
The woman with my M4 looked at me and said, “You go.  I’ll take the rear.”
A dozen more dead Whites, a couple of empty magazines, and five minutes later, we were all squeezed into the Black Hawk with all of the weapons and ammunition we’d brought along.  Martin was bitching about the load, but we rose into the air above the building anyway.
I took the unused copilot helmet and passed it to Fritz so that we could speak over the noise of the rotors using the intercom.  I asked, “What’s the story?”
“Now that we know you’re okay,” said Murphy as he put on an enthusiastic face to make a joke of it, “what he wants to know is what happened to Jazz and Grace.  Did they make it?”



Chapter 17
Fritz looked at me, then back at Murphy.  “Like I said inside, they came last night.  Thousands of them.  We got complacent.  We weren’t ready.  We didn’t expect it.”
I leaned in close, though the intercom didn’t get any louder or softer.  “Are you saying you’re the only survivors?”
Fritz pointed down at the building we’d just rescued him from.  It slowly shrank below as the helicopter rose.  “From where we were in the pharmacy school, in the infirmary we set up there, we didn’t have the best view of things.  The veterinary school was northwest across the street, but we were only able to see part of it.  That’s where all the uninfected doctors and professors were working on the vaccine.  We had our people in the structures all around the veterinary buildings, like guard towers, to watch the perimeter and keep the infected off the defenses from the outside.”
Murphy stuck his head out the window and took a long look.  “That’s a lot to defend.”
“We did alright for a long time.”  Fritz leaned against a bulkhead, feeling the weight of everything sink in.  He’d just lost his friends, possibly all of them.  “We were spread too thin to defend against so many at once.  When it started, everyone in the infirmary who could handle a weapon went out to help.  Some of us went up on the roof to shoot at infected down in the street.  Others went downstairs to defend our building.  The pharmacy school was our base of operations.  We lived there.”
“The outposts fell pretty quickly.”  Fritz seemed pained as he worked through his fresh memories.  “As soon as the shooters opened up, the horde focused on where the sound was coming from and just washed over them.  They found the weak spots in the buildings’ defenses.”  Fritz shook his head slowly.  “It happened so fast you wouldn’t believe.”  He looked at me, pleading almost.  “I mean, we’ve held up just fine for months now, and none of the infected even came close to getting through until now.  There were too many.  They were too smart.”
“It was the naked horde that attacked you,” I said, “and just a small part of it.  They’re not like the other infected.”
“No, they’re not,” Fritz agreed.
“Did any of your people in the other outposts survive?” Murphy asked.
“I don’t know,” answered Fritz.  “We stopped hearing concentrated gunfire just after sunrise.  Then just sporadic shots.  To tell you the truth, we got so caught up in trying to protect our own building, then our own floor, then just the infirmary, that we weren’t paying much attention.  Just trying to stay alive, you know.”
I nodded.  We’d all been there.  “Where were Grace and Jazz when it started?”
Fritz shrugged.  He pointed at the woman in the back with my M4.  “Eve, one of our doctors—I guess our only doctor now—kept me in the infirmary.  Grace and Jazz got acclimated and introduced around when they arrived, but I don’t know where they were assigned.”
“What about your scientists in the veterinary building?”
“I don’t know,” answered Fritz.  “I think the infected got in.”
Murphy asked, “Their work, their vaccine?”
Fritz slumped down on the floor.  “We were doing something here.  We were trying to give humanity a chance.”
I turned away.  It was hard watching optimistic Fritz lose his hope.  



Chapter 18
We flew high above the veterinary science and surrounding buildings for twenty or thirty minutes looking for signs that more survivors might be down there, but we saw only Whites slowly moving across campus.  The noise of the Black Hawk was drawing them in.  
Martin finally asked, “What’s the plan, boss.  Head back to Fort Hood?”
I looked at Murphy.  He frowned and looked out the window.  He was feeling the same guilt I was.  It had been Grace’s choice to follow Fritz to College Station, but I’d brought Fritz and her together.  And what of Jazz, a young girl, tagging along, looking for meaning like anybody her age—my age—does.  The whole situation was another bucket of shit in a sewer pit world.
My hate flared and coaxed my murderous desires to the surface.  Killing things helped when my moods turned dark.
I clenched my jaw and fixed my eyes on a nowhere spot out across the horizon.  Emotions and rationalizations spun through my brain until flecks of clarity coalesced into something that wasn’t a plan—more a guideline—to support a rash choice.  I loosed my tactical vest and slid it off my shoulders.
Surprised by my sudden animation, Murphy asked, “What are you doing?”
I looked at Murphy.  “I can’t fly away without knowing.”
Martin cut in.  “We need to get back and refuel.  We can come back tomorrow.”
“How much longer can we stay?” I asked.
Martin heaved a big sigh.
“Without pushing our luck,” I said.  “What’s the safe amount of time we’ve got?”
“Maybe another fifteen minutes.”
“Okay.”  I looked out the window as I peeled off my shirt.
“Oh shit,” mused Murphy.  “Naked Null Spot.”
I pointed out the window.  “That field over there.  Left of the stadium a bit.  Do you see it?”
“I see it,” Martin confirmed.  
Fritz jumped up to look out the window.  “The drill field.”
“Yeah, whatever.”  I went to work on my boots.  People in the back started to look at me like I was crazy.
“What’s going on in that cue ball head?” Murphy asked.  “Because I’m thinking it’s the usual.”
I untied my second boot and glanced up.  “The usual?”
“Stupid.”  A wicked smile found its way onto Murphy’s face.
“Martin,” I said over the intercom.  “I want you to drop me in that field.  Then I want you to hover at like twenty or thirty feet and just stay there.”
“Why?”
I looked at Murphy and then at Fritz as I reached out and patted Murphy’s machine gun.  “You guys get on these.  When the Whites start to come, slaughter them.”
“Just like that?” Fritz asked.
I nodded.  “They’ll come in droves.  With the noise of the helicopter and the noise of the shooting, they’ll come.  From all over campus, but from over by the veterinary school, too.”
“And that’s where you’re planning to go?” Murphy asked.  He knew.
I dropped my pants, leaving myself naked and then sat down to put my boots back on my feet.
“I’m going to scout things out.”
“We don’t have time for that,” said Martin.  “You’ll barely have time to walk over there.  Where am I supposed to pick you up?”
“You’ll pick me up tomorrow,” I said.  “I’ll signal you somehow.  I’ll try to make it to the roof of the pharmacy school where you dropped me today.”
Murphy shook his head.  “Dammit, Zed.”  
“What?” I asked.
Murphy drilled me with a hard stare, slowly shaking his head.  He stopped.  “I’m going with.”
“You can’t,” I told him.
“Why?”
I looked down at my bare skin.  “You know why.”
Murphy took off his vest.  “You’re not the only one who can run around naked as a hillbilly at a swimmin’ hole.”
“No rifle,” I told him.
Murphy slipped his hatchet out of his belt and brandished it.  He pulled his knife.
“You sure?” I asked.  “Things can get fucked up.  Besides, you know you’ve bailed me out more than once by showing up with your gun at the right time.”
Murphy slipped his vest off.  “Seems like every damned day to me.”
I laughed grimly.  “Maybe so.”  I turned to Fritz.  “Can one of your people operate the other machine gun?”
Fritz nodded.
“Martin,” I said, “Fritz is a good guy.  I know him from Austin.  We were in some shit together.  And besides, he owes me.  He’ll treat you right.  Take them back to Fort Hood.  Fuel up and stay safe.  We’ll see you in the morning, okay?”
“What time?” Martin asked.
“I don’t have a watch.”  I showed him my bare wrist.  “Besides, whatever we plan, the Whites will screw it up anyway.  Let’s shoot for mid-morning.  I’ll be here sun up to noon if I can.  If you don’t find me, come back the next day.”
Martin said, “You’re the boss.”
My first thought was, “Steph’s the boss.”  I’d sarcastically said it so many times it was ingrained.  “Get us over to the drill field.”  I gave Murphy a glance to see how he was coming along.  “By the time we get there, Murphy and me will be ready to jump out.”



Chapter 19
Martin brought the helicopter so close to the grass near the northwest corner of the field I thought he’d landed.  I hopped to the ground and ran.  Murphy came out after me.  The helicopter’s rotors blasted dirt and debris at us as Martin powered the engines to regain his altitude and angle toward the center of the drill field.  
With no Whites anywhere near us, Murphy stopped and turned to watch the helicopter.
I looked around behind us—several dozen trees stood off to one side with a building behind.  Another building bordered the drill field on the other side.  I watched the doors and windows for anything that might move.  And I saw it.  Whites inside were looking through the glass.  More Whites were coming out from behind cars and around the corners of buildings, near and far.  As expected, the noise of the helicopter was drawing them in.  My hope was that any Whites who had seen us get out of the Black Hawk had already lost the connection between us and the noisy machine.
“You alright?” I asked.
Murphy nodded.  “First time going undercover.  Wishing I’d kept my rifle.”
“You remember how it worked that time at Camp Mabry, right?”
Murphy didn’t move, didn’t say anything.
“The naked Whites spotted the rifle and came after us.  They damn near caught us.”
“That was some shit.”  Murphy smiled widely and nodded.  “I thought we were dead that day.”
“If you’re lucky, maybe you’ll feel the same way about this little thing in about twenty minutes.”
Murphy took his eyes off the helicopter.  “I hope not.  I think I’m getting tired.”
“What?” I looked around again.  More Whites were coming onto the field, more were howling in the distance.  “Maybe we can talk about this on the way.  I think things are going to get pretty hairy here, pretty quick.”  
“Yeah.”  Murphy turned.
I stepped into a comfortable run down the long edge of the field, looking back to make sure Murphy was right behind me.  He took a few long strides and pulled up beside me as we passed a tall, thin clock tower.
I wanted to scold him for not staying in line, literally.  That’s the way the Whites liked to run, at least when they weren’t crazy for fresh blood.
“This the right way?” He asked.
“Yup.”  
“Good.  I kinda lost my bearings.”
“It’s cool.  I know where we are.”  We ran among dozens of cars scattered in a parking lot, and I pointed ahead.  “See between those buildings over there, you can see the corner of that sand-colored one? That one’s attached by a walkway to the Pharmacy building we got Fritz from.”
“They’re all sand-colored,” said Murphy.
“Just follow me.”
We crossed a road and ran into a field as hundreds and hundreds of Whites poured out from between the widely spaced buildings in front of us.  They were the ones who’d been lingering around the veterinary science building and the outposts.  I veered toward a collection of maintenance buildings so we wouldn’t find ourselves running right through them.  I didn’t want their follow-the-leader wiring to make them turn around and follow us.  They needed to keep running to their deaths, toward the helicopter’s waiting machine guns.
We came to a stop against a wall near the corner of a building with a view into the maintenance yard.  Along one side stood a rusty, tin hangar-like building with covered bays along one side and open doors facing the yard.  Mounds of dirt, tractors, cars, and other such things seemed spread in no organized way.
The machine guns started to blaze, ripping through hundreds of rounds as the sound of White screams rolled over us.
I pointed catty-corner across the yard.  “If we cut through there, we’ll come out across the street from one of the outposts.”
“And you just want to walk right up to the place looking like the naked Whites who attacked them?”
“I doubt they’ll shoot.”
“Really Sherlock?” Murphy stepped along the wall and took a peek around the corner of the building.  “What makes you think that?”
“All the shooters are dead.  Any smart enough to stay quiet are still alive.”
“Or they’re all just dead,” Murphy argued.
“Which side of this debate do you want? You can’t just be contrary to whatever I say.”
“I think I can.”  Murphy glanced at me.  “You ready?”
I nodded.
He ran to a corner of the rusty tin building and looked down the length of the far wall.
Coming up close behind him, I asked, “Anything?”
“Nothing near.”  
Murphy jogged across the yard, looking left and looking right.  We passed through a narrow gap between two maintenance buildings sitting perpendicular to one another.  I followed Murphy through a thick stand of oaks and we came to a stop by a tree trunk thick enough to keep us both hidden from view.  An intersection lay in front of us.  Across the intersection and surrounding parking lots stood the veterinary science buildings.  The first floor of one was fortified with boarded windows and doors, and plenty of two-by-four bracing.  In several places Whites were climbing in and out past boards they’d ripped away from the walls.  
“You seeing this?” asked Murphy.
“The Whites in the veterinary science building?”
“Yeah.”  Murphy looked around, as did I.  “I don’t have much hope for the vaccination those guys were working on.”
“Maybe they barricaded inside somewhere.  Like a safe room or something.”
Murphy turned and looked at me.  “Optimism? From you?”
I don’t know why, but Murphy’s snarky remark felt like an attack.  So, I deflected.  “At least, I’m not ‘tired.’“
“What?”
“Back there, after we got out of the helicopter.  You said you were tired.”
Murphy went back to scanning the street.  “Still lots of Whites out there.  We should wait before we cross.”
“What did you mean?”
“I should have kept my underwear.”  Murphy leaned against the tree to rest.  “My balls are cold.”
“They’ll go numb.”  
“That’s what I’m afraid of.”
“I’m sure you can massage them back to health.”  I took a few steps to conceal myself behind another tree and get a view of the area past the building on our left.  “What did you mean about the tired remark? All the craziness wearing you down?”
Murphy didn’t answer.
I gave him a long while before I pursued it.  “Is it this life? All this? Running, chasing, killing? Living from one crisis to the next and barely stopping to take a breath? Is that what you’re tired of?”
Murphy shrugged.  “When I’m in the shit, I dig it.  You know that.”
“No doubt.”  I examined the building directly across the street from us.  It was a one-story structure with a long greenhouse attached to the rear.  If I’d understood Fritz’s description correctly, it was one of the outposts.  Judging by the number of fresh, naked corpses in the grass around it, I was sure.
“Jumping out of the helicopter today,” said Murphy, “and watching it fly off, knowing we were stepping in it again, knowing I had a choice, it felt like a weight coming down on me.”
“You afraid you’re going to die?”
Murphy shook his head.  “It’s not that simple.  I mean, there’s that risk, you know.  But I don’t think about it that way.  I think I’m too stupid to know I’m not immortal.”  He laughed.
“I think I’ve got that same disease.”
“I know you’ve got it.”  Murphy laughed again.  “Hell, you’ve got it so bad, I probably caught it from you.”
“I think you’ve always had it.”
“Yeah,” Murphy answered, absently.
“What is it then?” I asked.  “For real.  What’s bothering you?”
“I think it’s the killing.  I think it’s finally starting to get to me.”  
“Killing is living,” I told him.  “It’s the way things are now.”



Chapter 20
The helicopter’s guns fell silent, and the sound of the rotors changed.
Murphy looked back in the direction we’d come.  “They’re leaving.”
I peeked out at the intersection in front of us.  Whites were still in the street, still running in the direction of the mayhem, but not as many as there had been.  I pointed to the one-story outpost across the street.  “I’m thinking we cross over and check that place first.  I mean, it’s right there.”
Murphy nodded without a word.
I cocked my head at the veterinary science building.  “Then we head over there and see what’s up unless you want to check all the outposts first.”
“Don’t care.”  Murphy examined the veterinary science building.  “I don’t have high hopes.  But maybe we’ll find some survivors.  The Whites couldn’t have killed everybody, right?”
I half smiled and didn’t answer.  Of course, the Whites could have killed everybody.  Individually, they were mostly stupid, but collectively they made up a deadly killing machine that seemed always able to surprise with how effective it was at exterminating superior dipshits like me.  Being smarter wasn’t everything.  I stepped out from behind the tree trunk and waved Murphy to follow as I jogged toward the street.
We headed for the far end of one of the greenhouses and saw rows of dead stems in hydroponic troughs through the broken glass panes.  At the far end of the greenhouse, we came to a closed doorframe.  Most of the door’s dirty glass was broken out and lying in our path.  Bloody footprints on the concrete walkways ran through it in both directions.
Murphy elbowed me and nodded down at the footprints, making sure I saw them, making sure I understood what they meant.  Of course, I did.  Naked Whites had been here before us.  They were probably inside.
I led, crunching glass under the soles of my boots and scanning back and forth through the jumble of metal troughs, pots, water hoses, and crunchy leaves, looking for lurking Whites I knew had to be there.  And they always were, sneaky bastards, ready to pounce as soon as I let my guard down.  
My machete was up, keen to cleave a skull.  My knife was wrapped tightly in my other hand, eager to split some ribs and rip through a heart.
A third of the way in, I decided I didn’t want to wait to be surprised.  “Hey, dickhead.  If you’re in here, come out.”
“Typical Zed shit,” Murphy groused.  “Let me know next time before you do that.”
Nothing in the greenhouse moved except for the brown leaves rustling when the breeze moved them.  I looked over my shoulder to see Murphy on the walkway behind, hatchet and knife ready.  “You’re in a bitchy mood.”
“I should take the lead.”
“If we had guns, I’d agree.  But this is my thing now.  I’ve had more swinging dick time than anybody.”
“Swinging dick time?” Murphy laughed.  “Is that what you call it when you run around naked with the Whites?”
I turned and smiled, glad to see Murphy lighten up a little.  “Sure.”  I looked over the greenhouse one more time and pointed to the door at the far end of the walkway leading into the building.  “Let’s get inside.  There’s nobody in here.”  
I hurried up the length of the narrow walkway.  At the end, at the doorway into the building, the bloody tracks turned into a collage of curdled red.  The Whites had gathered around the door, trying to break it in.  But the door was open, swung outwards from the building, undamaged.
To the right and left, windows opened through the brick wall into the building.  Clearly the greenhouse had been added some time after the small, one-story building had been constructed.  Otherwise, the windows wouldn’t have been there.  It was a deduction that made sense to Detective Zed.
Most of the small square panes on one of the windows were broken out, and the framework for the panes was bent or ripped away.  The bloody footprints and smears on the wall told me that’s the way the Whites had gotten into the building when the door had been closed.  The door was only open because when the Whites made their exit with bellies full of warm, fresh meat, they were able to open the locked door from the inside.  More deductions.
I stepped through the doorway, careful not to swing it either further open or closed.  It was time for sneaking, and a squeaky hinge would not do me any favors.  The hall inside was dim and narrow with institutional, shiny floors, streaked with bloody marks and footprints.  The walls were smudged by the dirty skin of Whites pushing through the hall to get to their prize.  
I sniffed.  Fresh shit.  
The Whites had gorged themselves and then emptied their bowels on the floor before leaving.  Or not leaving.  They might still be napping inside, too sated to worry about the sound of a helicopter and machine gun fire somewhere across campus.
I proceeded quietly to an intersection at the end of the short hall and looked around the corner.  We were near one end of the building, so the hall leading left was short with only two open doors.  To the right, the corridor extended a ways before it cut left at a ninety-degree angle.  Most of the footprints led that way.  With light glaring through a window to my left, pools of urine glistened.  
The infected fucks were here, somewhere.
I nodded left.  
Murphy peeked down the short hall, and pointed to himself and then to one of the open doors.  He pointed at me and then to the other door.  Planning meeting concluded.  Proceed to action items.
We moved down the hall, side-by-side, each watching the doorway we’d assigned ourselves.  It only took a few tense seconds.
I peeked inside my assigned office to see nothing but two big wooden desks facing one another with chairs knocked over and papers strewn, phones on the floor, some of the drawers open.  Somebody had put a half-ass effort into ransacking the room before giving up, but no living thing hid inside.  I turned to Murphy.  He was already looking at me, shrugging.  The office he’d checked was also empty.
Time to follow the footprints down the hall in the other direction.
It took a few minutes to check each of the offices along the way.  Some had closed doors we opened to peek inside.  Other doors had been broken off the hinges.  At one office, bullet holes riddled the walls, having ripped through the sheetrock on both sides of the hall.  Inside were the remains of five or six humans.  In the mess, it was hard to tell which were Whites and which were normal.  We spotted only one gore-covered weapon under tattered clothing but plenty of bloody bones.
However many Whites had come into this building, it had been enough to eat all the flesh that came onto the menu.
We continued to the end of the hall, where it made the hard turn to the left.  I stopped and peeked around the corner.  It was the outpost.



Chapter 21
Gouges were torn out of the floor where bullets had ricocheted away.  More holes pierced the walls and ceiling.  The floor was a mess of rotting flesh, and the walls were splattered red.  Looking down the hall, I saw part of a large room that opened up to more carnage.
Windows had been barricaded from the inside, leaving gaps wide enough to fire through.  Now they only served to let in slits of light that illuminated the mess and made it hard to piece together.  The room had been a small library that looked to have been shaken by a giant hand, tumbling bodies, books, and furniture.  Corpses with flesh still on the bones lay broken with clothing half-torn away.  Whites lay dead, many looked untouched by the teeth of their cannibal brothers and sisters.
And the sound.
Breathing.  Chewing.
Live Whites were still in the room, wallowing in the filth, feeding.  
I stepped into the hall as Murphy tried to hold me back with a hand on my shoulder.  Clearly he understood what lay at the end of the corridor as surely as I did.  He knew there were no outpost survivors, just as I did.  He saw no point in proceeding further.  There was nothing more to be learned.
He was right.  But I’d already moved on, following a bubbling rage to a new goal.
I saw the shredded clothing of people who’d been doing nothing except risking their lives for a higher purpose, a vaccine, and all that red I saw looked like livid revenge.  I yearned to satisfy it with the feel of tearing cartilage, the sight of splitting white skin and spewing blood, the sound of surprised screams turning into gurgles through ripped throats.  My blade needed to splinter bones.
I needed to kill, as badly as I’d ever needed anything.
I stepped into the library and bellowed a challenge.
The chaotic mess of furnishings seemed to come alive.  One red and white beast pulled itself up to his height—the alpha.  He was going to put me in my place.
“Come on fuckers.”
The White pounced, and I cut him through the neck, half severing it as I sidestepped, jamming my knife into the heart of another White too slow and surprised to understand yet what was going on.  
I bounded over an upturned chair and hacked at the base of another’s skull as I slashed a fourth across the face.  Two more long strides put me in the center of the room, spinning and swinging, hacking and stabbing, pushing my deadly fury to frenzy through a haze of blood sprayed from arteries, driven by pumping hearts.
Whites screamed, fought, and fell until they stopped.
I jerked my head back and forth looking for the next foe only to see dead Whites on the floor among others gasping, struggling to move, and whimpering.
The greedy maelstrom in my soul needed more death, it needed to feed.
I looked around the room again, frustrated to be left with no one else to kill.  I screamed.  I was a husk with no purpose.
The loud crunch of a skull caught my attention, and I turned to see Murphy burying his hatchet in the cranium of a White.  The White died instantly and fell to Murphy’s feet, and Murphy stared at me, worry on his face.
I looked myself up and down.  I was splattered with so much red that little of my white skin showed through, but it wasn’t my blood.  It was restitution paid by a dozen sinners, some still dying.  
As I stood there, my emptiness turned to guilt and my guilt told me I was a murderer.  It informed me that my victims were just diseased people not significantly unlike me.  It insisted that violence was the solution chosen by simple minds.  But it sounded like the Ogre’s voice in my head punctuating lessons about high-minded choices with bare-knuckled hypocrisy.
And clarity returned.
I’d given the naked fucks what they’d deserved.  They got what they got because of what they’d done.  They were vile monsters, and I was a righteous thunder god wielding a machete of steel justice.  I was Null Spot the Motherfucking Destroyer!



Chapter 22
We left the outpost, and I marched across the street toward the veterinary sciences building with a scowl on my face.  I was dripping in blood, still looking to sate the beast living in my skin.  I didn’t know why my anger was racing.  I don’t know why I was spinning my thoughts into fantasies of single-minded murder and dissatisfying deaths.  I did know that my anger veiled me in an impervious armor that the Whites on the street saw as clearly as I felt.  They veered away, some walking and glancing, others running and pissing down their knees as they went.
When Murphy and me were making our way between the abandoned cars in the parking lot next to the veterinary sciences building with no Whites nearby, Murphy leaned close and muttered, “I don’t like swinging dick time.”
I stopped, stared across the parking lot at the broken-down doors and busted windows on the building that had housed humanity’s hope.  Or maybe just my hope that something could rescue me from what I was becoming.  Because as suited as I was for life in the wild west of white-skinned monsters and mayhem on a genocidal scale, I still had a wispy dream of humanity, happiness, and peace.  I remembered those hugs from my Aunt Nancy.  She gave me a glimpse of a life that wasn’t only about fighting my way to the top of a suffering heap and meting out my internalized pain to the weaklings below.  She made me believe that somewhere love existed.
But fuck that.
Double fuck it doggie-style.
Every time I let hope shine it’s bullshit light into the darkness that thrived in my heart, every time its lies wore me down enough to make me believe, death came and stole my chances away.  Cancer took Aunt Nancy.  Fucking Mark raped and murdered Amber.  I watched helplessly from a hill while Mandi and Russell were slaughtered on the deck of a boat.  I stood by while Jay Booth put a bullet through young Megan’s skull.  That goddamned naked horde, all of those hungry white fuckers buried their teeth into Steph while I feebly struggled to save her.  Every time love raised its ugly head it was followed by painful failure.  And as surely as I was breathing, I knew I’d failed Steph.
I’d fucked that whole situation down to the quick.
Sure, I’d been weak.  Sure, I’d been slow.  But why hadn’t I mustered the strength to fight the pain, to run to the Humvees when that’s what everyone else was doing.  Had I done that, we’d have gotten in and drove away.  We’d be sitting on a hill in desolate West Texas, drinking spring water, eating pecans, and watching sunsets far away from all these fucking monsters.
And I knew that all my hate for the Whites was hate for myself for all my fuckups, one after another after another and another.  The Harpy had been right all along.  I was a worthless little shit, a lingering parasite from a night of back seat mistakes.  The price of a risk taken.  If my dad had only pulled his cock out a moment sooner.  If only she’d finished him with her cold, bony hand instead of letting him plant me in her belly.  If only she’d been brave enough to drive to Laredo, to cross the border and pay a dirty doctor to cut me out and leave me in an alley with the rest of the garbage.
The Harpy was easy to hate.
She mumbled on about him, my dad, when she was blitzed, and sliding slowly out of her chair in the living room for a night of sleeping on the carpet.  She said he was a greasy-haired punk with a movie star smile.  His brothers were all in prison, and he was revving down the fast lane to alcoholism.  Her affection for him then was all wet panties and sinful choices.  Now it was regret barbed with hate.  She despised him for coming into her life, and she loathed him for abandoning her, for leaving her with me.
Leaving?
Chased away.  That was my bet.  
The Harpy was a cruel cunt.
I needed to kill something.



Chapter 23
“Dude.”  
I looked at Murphy.
“We gonna stand in this parking lot all day?”
I looked around.  I’d gotten lost in all the bullshit in my head, and Murphy had witnessed it.  “I was thinking.”
“About what?”
A lie.  “How to get into that building.”
“You were snorting like an angry little pug.”  Murphy knew I was lying.  “Don’t go space cadet on me.  Stay in the game, dumbass.”
“Yeah.”  I heaved a sigh to evict my wayward thoughts.
“You alright? I mean really, are you okay?”
I glanced around.  No Whites were nearby.  Some were still moving away, looking over their shoulder, getting away from the Null Spot.  They sensed that I was going to detonate.  No White smart enough to like keeping his blood in his veins wanted to be near me.  “Just shit I’m thinking about.”
“We don’t have to do this,” said Murphy.  “We can hole up somewhere.  Get up on the roof in the morning and wait for our ride.”  Murphy looked at the veterinary science building and his face looked old.  He had a hope that had died too.  “It’s probably a waste of time.”  He looked back at the outpost and grimaced.  “You know how these white fuckers are.”
“Sometimes I feel like killing them is all I can do to hold on.”
“That sounds like crazy-talk bullshit.  You overthink things too much.”
It was true.  But it was the hand I’d been dealt.  I breathed deeply of the cold air and looked up at the sky.  The sun shined on my face.  The clouds crawled across the blue and birds played among the branches of the nearby trees.  The wind rustled fragile leaves across the ground.
No matter what Null Spot was up to, no matter the shit I waded in to get through the day, the world moved on.  I needed to roll with it.  I pointed my machete at the veterinary sciences building.  “I’m going in.  I know you feel like you have to come if I go, but you don’t.  You can go back to the pharmacy building.  Wait for me on the third floor in the infirmary.  That’s where I found Fritz and the others yesterday.  I doubt you’ll find anything to eat, but you’ll have a bed and a blanket.  I’ll be there by morning.”
Murphy pointed at the veterinary sciences building too.  “You think I’d leave you to go in there by yourself.”
“Why not?” I asked.  “We both know I’m kinda fucked in the head.”
“You are crazy, but don’t pretend like that’s front page news.  Anybody who spends five minutes with you knows that?”
“Five minutes?” I didn’t believe it.
Murphy stretched one of his wide grins across his face.  “You know what I mean.  Sometimes it takes the stupid ones all day to figure out you’re nuts.”
“All day?” I laughed through a mix of emotions that didn’t know what to feel.  
Murphy looked back at the building.  “I’m not worried about going in there.  If too many Whites come at us, I’ll just stand behind you.  I think I’ve maybe been underestimating what a deadly little white ninja you are with your machete.”
I smiled.  “Let’s get in there, then, and see if we’re wasting our time.”
With Murphy beside me, I jogged across the rest of the parking lot and passed by another stand of trees, taking care to step around the carcasses of the dead Whites.  To be spattered in a layer of fresh blood was one thing.  To trip and fall on a half-rotten corpse and come up covered in its gory stench was a pitfall worth avoiding.
We came to stop beside a big pickup truck with the doors swung open that contained the remains of a couple of people who’d died early on in the epidemic.  The look of an old scalp stretched over a skull had a totally different look than that of one recently deceased.  The smell changed with time as well.  Good stuff to know at the end of the world but worthless to me at the moment.
I looked up and down the length of the front wall.  Murphy did too.
Having seen the building from above, I guessed that it had started out as one building and then through the course of separate expansion projects through the decades it looked like five or six buildings merged into one—each large, each distinct.  No attempt had been made to maintain a consistent look from one addition to the next.  That didn’t bode well for how I expected the building to be laid out inside.  It wouldn’t be organized.  It certainly wouldn’t be intuitive.  If anything, it would be like walking a maze.  
Well, that was bad for Murphy and me, but it might be a boon for any scientists who’d survived the initial attack.  They’d be able to hide in the labyrinth of hallways and offices where Whites might get lost.  
But then again, even a rat was smart enough to find its way to the cheese at the end of a maze.  “Dammit.”
“What?” Murphy looked around, alarmed.
“Nothing.”  I continued to examine the building.  “Just running through pros and cons in my head and getting frustrated.”
“Like I keep tellin’ you man, you think too much when you’re not busy killin’ Whites.”  Murphy pointed.  “Looks like they slapped that plywood over the windows up and down the length of the building.  Probably had windows all along the wall, just like up on the second floor.  Fine choice for keeping out your run-of-the-mill White infestation but not for these naked fuckers.”
Murphy was right about that.  The plywood had been peeled back in half a dozen places.  Whites must have poured into the building from what seemed like every direction.
“I say we just go in right here at the corner.”  Murphy looked to me for confirmation.
A sheet of plywood had nearly a third broken away to reveal a shattered window and a shadowy room beyond.  “Yeah.  That’ll put us at the end of the building.  We can work our way through systematically.”
“Probably we won’t need to.”
“What do you mean?”
“Once we’re inside, if anybody’s alive, they’re barricaded somewhere.  My bet is the Whites know where they are, and they’ll be having a fit because they can’t get to ‘em.  We’ll hear it.”
“You’re probably right.”  I jogged over to the window, took a peek inside, and saw an empty classroom.  Using the backside of my blade, I ran it back and forth across the window frame to break away the jagged pieces.  The Whites who’d gone through before me hadn’t done that and bled plenty for the oversight.
Murphy looked around to watch for Whites.
“I’m done.”  I climbed in through the window.  Murphy followed.
We made our way to the door going into the hall, and I swung it open.  One thing was sure, Whites were in the building, but they didn’t seem to be making that riotous, attacking noise, just their usual sounds when they were going about their daily business, searching for food, squabbling over scraps, or destroying anything they thought might have the warm flesh of an uninfected person inside.



Chapter 24
With no clue as to where the scientists might be in the building and no riot of White noise to guide us, Murphy and I settled into the systematic method.  We worked our way down a long hall, looking inside rooms where the Whites preceded us, opening doors when they were closed.  On that first floor of the first building, we found five or six Whites and we sent them to monster Valhalla.  At the end of the corridor, instead of going through an oddly angled passage into the addition next door, we went upstairs and started on the second floor of the first building.  We found more Whites and convinced them to become dead.  The third floor was more of the same.
By the time we were done, we’d killed nearly thirty—slaughtered them in ones, twos, and threes.  It wasn’t defensive, it was straight up extermination.  It wasn’t an adventure.  It was a job, tiring work.
When we felt confident that we’d cleared all the Whites out of the first building, Murphy sat down at a table in what used to be a break area, at the corner of the third floor, with tall windows on two walls, giving us a good view of nearby university buildings and green spaces—brown by then and likely to stay that way until native plants took over.
I walked along a back wall lined with vending machines, swinging the broken doors open, looking for goodies that might have been missed when they’d been ransacked.
“Anything?” Murphy asked.
I shook my head as I shoved aside wrappers and empty cans with the tip of my machete blade.
“Be nice if we had something to eat.”  Murphy put a hand on his lean belly.  “Killing Whites like this sucks.  I know I’m gonna sound like a dick, but its boring.”
“Yeah.”  Having finished my unenthusiastic search of the vending machines, I cross through the upturned tables and chairs, picked one off the floor and sat it at the table across from Murphy.  “Only like five more buildings to go.”
Murphy stared out the window for a minute, watching the campus, and watching Whites wander aimlessly now that the commotion at the drill field had been over for an hour or two.  He chuckled, sat up straight in the chair, and leaned on the table, drilling me with a serious look.
“What?”
“Mister Zane, we need to talk about your quarterly evaluation.”  Murphy busted out in a big laugh.
I laughed too.  We laughed longer than the joke merited, but we needed it.  The day had been tiring and demoralizing.  We’d seen better days.  But we’d seen so many that were worse.
Murphy sat back when his laughter lost its steam.  “You ever think that maybe we should just pack up our shit and head west?”
“To Balmorhea?”
Murphy nodded.  “But I’m afraid when I think about it now.”
“Why?”
Murphy pointed out at the campus.  “Until yesterday, this place was…was…”
“Sanctuary?” I guessed.  “Hope?”
Murphy stared out the window.  “Home for people who thought they were going to live through this.”
He was right about that.  Now nearly all of them were dead, if what we’d seen at the outpost across the street was any indication.  “You’re afraid that maybe Rachel, Dalhover, and the others might not have made it.”
“They probably made it out there,” said Murphy.  “You don’t know my sister when she gets an idea in her head.  She runs people over.”
“I’ll bet.”  I slouched in my chair and let Murphy go at his pace.
He took a bit before he spoke up again.  “Truth is, I’m afraid if we go all the way the hell out to West Texas, we’ll find more of this.”  Murphy pointed out at the campus again.  “One more pot of gold at the end of the rainbow spilled over and full of shit.  Everybody dead.”
“With hope in their hearts,” I said, “thinking they were going to live happily ever after.”
“That’s how every safe place has been so far.”  Murphy seemed sadder than I’d seen him since Mandi died.  “They all turn to shit.”
I didn’t mean to nod, but I did anyway.  The truth of what Murphy was saying overwhelmed any effort I could have put into denying it.
“I think a lot about going out there, but I don’t want to,” said Murphy.  “I think I’d rather not know.  I like it when I can think that they’re all out there sitting on a beach beside the lake, sunning themselves, and thinking about what they’re going to have for dinner.  Like that’s the biggest problem they have to deal with.  I want to think they’re gossiping about the neighbors and being envious because some dude likes some girl and all that shit that used to be important before that shitty virus came and fucked up the whole goddamned world.”
Murphy sat back and stretched a pained smile.  “You’re starting to rub off on me, man, with all your dark-hearted shit.  I spent too much time being afraid they’re all dead and it’s getting too hard to pretend that they aren’t.”
“You want to go out there and see?” I asked, ready to go outside, find a running vehicle, and start the drive.  “I’m in.  Fuck all this shit.  We can do it.  Or get Martin to drop us off.”
“Can’t,” said Murphy.  “It’d be like going to the North Pole when you’re twelve and proving to yourself there’s no Santa even though you already knew there wasn’t one.”
“Because you’d lose hope?”
“Can’t live without hope, man.”  Murphy looked into the distance.  “Can’t do it.”



Chapter 25
The second building was built like a cube with two stairwells at opposite corners and a hallway on each floor that traced a square track around the shape of the building.  Inside rooms and outside rooms all opened on the halls on each floor.  Besides that, going through building two was no different that going through building number one: check a room, kill some Whites, move on.  Things got different on the second floor.  It looked like a battle had been fought.  We didn’t find any living Whites, but the halls were littered with corpses of both infected and normal humans.
Weapons lay on the floor amidst the dead.  Murphy knelt down and checked nearly every weapon we saw but found none that had more than a bullet or two.  The bodies had been stripped of extra magazines.  It looked like Fritz’s people had come to the veterinary science building to protect the scientists from the naked horde.  They fought in the halls until they had nothing left to fight with except their fists.
Fists were nothing against the horde.  
I looked up and down the hall at all the dead and reaffirmed another lesson that didn’t stick with most people.  Bullets weren’t much better than fists.
Murphy and I worked our way around the third floor, checking each room, each office, each lab.  We saw the remains of people I thought might be scientists, but it was hard to tell.  And everywhere, Whites were dead, all of them.  There weren’t even any cannibalizing the corpses.  
When we made our circuit around the square hall in the square-shaped building and stopped before going up the stairs.  I asked, “What do you think? You ready for another floor?”
“Seems like we’re getting warmer,” said Murphy, “but this place is starting to creep me out.  I don’t see why we’re not finding any more live Whites.  Makes me think they’re all ganging up somewhere to fuck with us.”
“Maybe the scientists killed them.”
“They’re all smart professors and stuff.  Maybe they figured out how to kill all the Whites in this building and save their asses.”  Murphy shrugged.  “Maybe it pays to be smart.”  Murphy made a point of looking at me.  “Doesn’t seem to have helped you, though.”
I feigned offense.  “Fuck you.”
Murphy swung the stairwell door open, and I jogged up the stairs, avoiding the corpses.  
At the fourth floor, the double doors leading to the hall were each open, held on each side by the dead on the floor.  The walls were scarred from shrapnel and burns.  Grenades had been put to use.  The gore of shredded bodies on the floor attested to the certainty my guess was right.
We stopped on the landing and saw down a hallway that stretched straight down one side of the building.  The slaughter on this floor was worse than the ones below.  We also saw live Whites, seven or eight of them, with faces buried in the bloody remains on the floor.  One of them looked up at us but went right back to feeding.
I leaned close to Murphy and whispered, “Back to work?”
Murphy put a restraining hand on my shoulder.
“What?”
He pointed first at one body, and then a second laying on the floor in the hall that led off to our left.  
“That one’s still bleeding.”  Murphy wagged his finger to emphasize.  “That other one doesn’t look like it’s been dead long.  Look at his mouth.  It’s still drooling.”
I knelt down but stayed inside the stairwell, content for the moment to keep myself somewhat concealed.  “Doesn’t look like a bullet wound.”  I looked up at Murphy for confirmation.
He shook his head.  
“I’ll bet it was an alpha White.  Maybe this one got knifed in a squabble over food.  Better yet, maybe one of them turned serial killer and is walking the halls doing our work for us.”
“See, that’s what I mean,” said Murphy.
“What?”
“Sometimes being smart doesn’t do you any good at all.”
I peeked around the corner and saw no movement.  
Murphy stayed in the stairwell.  “I got a bad feeling about this one.”
I stepped over to the bleeding White out in the hall, thinking that a closer look at the wound would answer some questions, and thinking that I really should be paying more attention to Murphy.  His intuitions in these matters were seldom wrong.  But I was there, by the body, and nothing bad had happened.  I nudged it none too gently with the tip of my machete, puncturing another wound, and draining more blood out of a body that wasn’t all the way dead yet.
I knelt down, and the sound of something whooshing through the air startled me as I saw a dark streak.
Something thunked.
Murphy shouted, “Shit.”
I rolled away as I fell over, not taking time to understand the threat, just trusting Murphy’s reaction.  Trying to get my balance, I scrambled across the hall and tumbled toward the corner.  
In the milliseconds after I pulled myself around the corner, an arrow swished, hit the corner of the wall and ricocheted away just inches from my face.
“What the fuck?” I looked at Murphy.
He was still surprised, but he had dropped to a knee and peeked around the corner.  “Hey!”  he called.  “Stop that.”
I didn’t hear a response, but I did hear the Whites down the hall behind me—the same hall that had been my refuge from the arrows that just flew up the length of the other hall.  It was now a trap.  I jumped to my feet as I raised my machete.
The Whites weren’t running, at least not fast, as they were having trouble finding footing with all the dead and debris on the floor.  
I stepped into the first one’s charge, and dealt a mortal wound that didn’t kill him instantly but would prevent him from ever getting off the floor again.  Thank God for all the crap.  It was keeping the Whites from massing and charging me, that and their inherent greed.  They all wanted to have the first bite of warm flesh.  They all wanted to taste hot blood pumping onto their tongues.  I killed the second one, dead before his knees buckled.
Behind me, Murphy was shouting, but I didn’t give a thought to what he was saying or what he was doing.  I saw more Whites coming down the hall toward me and if I didn’t take them all out, I’d be dead.  Either Murphy would handle his end of the problem or he wouldn’t.
That’s just the way it goes.
I sloughed off the fucked-up emotions that had been bothering me all day, calmed myself, and solved my problems, one at a time, clinically, efficiently, letting the Whites do the work with their zealous momentum and greed.  I only had to make sure one of my blades was in the right place, held steady in a firm hand or swung with just enough force to get the job done.
And then it was.  
All were dead.  Too soon.
I stood in the hall twenty feet down from the stairwell, unaware I’d even worked my way so far.  Immersed in the Zen of heartless slaughter, I lost track of other things.  
It was all I wanted.  All I needed.  
“Hey ninja boy.”
I drew in one last breath of demon peace, felt one more moment of warm blood running over my skin, and turned to look at Murphy, who was out of the stairwell, standing in the hall and grinning like a little kid at a birthday party.
“What the fuck, dude?”
He waved me over and pointed up the other hall.
I worked my way over the bodies.
“You’re not gonna believe this.”
I rounded the corner and looked.  Down at the other end of the hall, two Whites stood naked but armed, one with knives in each hand, the other generously tattooed and carrying a bow.  They looked familiar, but I couldn’t immediately make the connection as to why.
Murphy punched me in the shoulder.  “Grace and Jazz, that’s them, dumbass.”
My mouth fell open.  “Holy shit.”
“Wow,” said Grace.  “I thought you’d be dead.”
Jazz pulled an arrow back in her bow.  “If you don’t stop looking at me that way, Zed, I’m going to put this arrow right through your pervert eyeball.”



Chapter 26
Awkward is the best word to describe it.  Murphy and I walked to the far end of the hall.  Lots of smiles.  Everybody looking at everybody else’s private parts while pretending not to.  No hugs.
“I’m happy to see you guys made it,” said Murphy.  Mostly he was looking at Jazz.
Grace nodded at me.  “We were out scrounging when the naked ones showed up.  We didn’t get caught in the fight.”
I couldn’t help but look her up and down again.
Grace rolled her eyes and turned to Murphy.  “We figured the best way to help was to take a page from Zed’s playbook and fit in with these naked ones and kill them while they were busy trying to kill everybody else.”
Murphy scanned the hall.  “All of these?”
Jazz shook her head.  “The Aggies did most of this.”
“We didn’t realize the infected were in these buildings with the scientists until it was too late,” said Grace.
“It was too late everywhere.”  Jazz frowned but looked more hurt than angry.
“We checked the outposts,” said Grace.  “They had them set up all around the perimeter of the veterinary science complex.”
“Fritz showed us,” I said.
“Fritz made it?” Jazz asked, perking up.  “Where is he?”
I pointed vaguely northwest.  “We put him and some other people from the infirmary on the helicopter to Fort Hood.”
“Wait.”  Grace stepped toward me, very interested.  “Fort Hood.  The Army is there? Is it a safe zone?”
“It was a first.”  Murphy shook his head.  “The regular Army had it that way.  But you know.  The virus hit them like everybody else.  Then that bunch of yahoos who chased your guys out of the Capitol—the Survivor Army—took over Fort Hood and made it their base.”
Grace’s shoulders slumped.  “I don’t understand.”
“Long story,” I cut in.  “Bottom line, most of the Survivor Army assholes are dead.”
“How?” she asked.
Murphy looked at me.
Grace said, “What aren’t you telling us?”
“These naked Whites got ‘em,” I told her.  Not the whole truth, but not a lie.  “Me and Murphy came across a helicopter pilot while we were scavenging.”
“Wait.”  Grace raised her hands.  “What were you doing in Killeen? We dropped you naked in the middle of the night like seventy miles from there.”
“Like I said.  Long story.”  I looked up and down the halls, thinking more Whites should be coming to find the source of our talking.  
Grace saw me looking and pointed toward the end of the hall where Jazz had nearly skewered me with a couple of arrows.  “If you killed the ones down there, then I think this floor is clear.”
“Anyways,” said Murphy.  “We got this dude with a helicopter.  Loaded it up with ammo and guns and came here because, you know, we said we’d meet you here.”  He looked again at the dead on the floor and the happiness he’d been gushing since seeing the girls turned back to the morose mood he’d been in since the helicopter dropped us on the drill field.  “But it looks like we’re too late to do any good.”
I elbowed Murphy.  “Don’t be such a pessimist.  We saved Fritz and those people from the infirmary.  We’re rescuing Grace and Jazz now.”
Jazz laughed harshly.  “We’re doing fine, Sir Galahad.”
“Sorry,” I told her.  “That’s not what I meant.”



Chapter 27
We organized ourselves with Murphy watching the stairs at one corner of the building and Jazz watching the stairs at the opposite corner.  The only other way to get to the fourth floor was to use the elevators, and they didn’t function.  The roofs of the veterinary sciences buildings had been covered with a hodgepodge of solar panels just as the pharmacy building had been, but non-essentials like the elevators had been disconnected from the limited supply of electricity.
Of course, thinking back to my experience in Brackenridge Hospital back in August, the Whites bravely climbed the elevator shafts.  Conclusion: the veterinary sciences building was indefensible.
Grace and I walked a third of the way down a hall that I hadn’t yet seen.  The inside wall of the corridor was lined with glass-faced oaken cabinets, eight feet tall and six feet wide, that looked antique and weighty as well.  I guessed the cabinets had been moved to this much newer building when their original home on campus had been repurposed.  The myriad of taxidermied animals and formaldehyde-preserved specimens that had been in the cabinets were on the floor among the dead.  Most of the stuffed animals had been ripped open, probably by Whites disappointed at what they found inside.
One cabinet was out of place against the opposite side of the passageway.  When we got to it, Grace said, “Help me slide this out of the way.  The stockroom door is behind it.”
“Good idea,” I told her.  “The Whites didn’t know there was a door, so they didn’t move the cabinet and try to break in.”
“Brilliant, Sherlock.”
“Sherlock?” I would have complained about the sarcastic nickname but I was sure I already sounded whiney.
“I heard Murphy say it,” replied Grace.
I sighed, and we both got on one side of the cabinet and pushed.  The cumbersome thing must have weighed four hundred pounds.
The cabinet’s feet screeched on the floor, and Jazz leaned out of her stairwell to hush us with a gesture.
In a voice just loud enough to reach the stairwell door, Grace asked, “Infected?”
Jazz shook her head.  “Just be quiet.”
Grace looked at me, and we put our shoulders back into moving the cabinet.  It screeched again, but exposed the door hidden behind.
Grace stepped away to catch her breath.  She looked me up and down.  “I thought I was going to have to trade you in for Murphy.”
I tried not to pant and reveal what an effort it had been to move the massive oak display case.  “I’m stronger than I look.”
Grace stepped up to the door and knocked gently.  “It’s me.”
The doorknob clicked, and the door swung open.
The room wasn’t as small as I expected, maybe fifteen by fifteen feet with metal shelves around the walls and a row of shelves down the center, filled with jars and bottles of who knew what—specimens, chemicals, and whatnot.  The shelves didn’t leave a lot of space for the men and women squatting on the floor and standing inside.  Some of them had weapons in their hands—a few rifles, a pistol.  
One of them, an older man who looked to be a skeleton with a bowed back and bald head, stepped out of the stockroom as he looked at Grace through thick glasses.  “Well?”
“The building is clear,” said Grace, “though more infected can come in downstairs and there’s nothing we can do to stop them.”
“That’s disheartening,” said the old man.  He looked at me.  “Who’s this? Another white-skinned survivor like you?”
“He’s from Austin,” said Grace.  “We met him and Murphy, also a white-skinned survivor, before we left to come here.”
“They’re the ones you came with?” he asked.  “The ones who you lost along the way?” He smiled, showing old yellow teeth as he looked at me.
I extended a hand to shake.  “Zed Zane.”
“Pleased to meet you.”  He took my hand.  “Dr. Oaks, but I suppose you can call me Melvin if you want.  Mel, if you’re the casual type.”
“Dr. Oaks.”  I smiled though the casual encounter was making me nervous.  Slipping into old-world habits had never done anybody any good.  I looked over my shoulder for Whites who weren’t there, and I cringed when the people from inside came out into the hall, relatively quiet but making entirely too much noise.
“Don’t go too far,” said Grace.  “In case we have to get you back inside.”
“They’re tired,” said Dr. Oaks.  “And they’re frightened.”
“They need to get used to that,” I told him.
“That they do,” said Dr. Oaks.  “Things are changing for the worse again.”
“Yes, they are,” Grace agreed.
Dr. Oaks started walking up the hall, stretching his legs in slow steps.  “I need to get the circulation going.”  He reached over and patted my belly.  “I’m not a lean young man anymore.  Not for about fifty years, I guess.”  He laughed at his joke, and that turned into a series of coughs.  When he got past that, he pointed at the bodies strewn on the floor in front of us.  “It’s going to smell pretty bad in here by this time tomorrow.”
“Yes,” Grace agreed.
Dr. Oaks stopped and looked Grace in the eye.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t thank you.”
Grace shook her head uncomfortably.
“My dear.  Just say, ‘you’re welcome.’”
“You’re welcome.”  She smiled thinly.  
“What is the state of things?”
Grace looked down the hall.  “There were no more survivors in the veterinary science building.”  She pointed up and down the corridor.  “You’re it.”
Dr. Oaks frowned and set his jaw purposefully.  “We lost more than thirty of our colleagues.  That’ll be hard to recover from.”  He heaved a sigh into his rattling old lungs, and he frowned.  “It will get worse.”
“Because of the others?” Grace asked.  “Nearly none of the volunteers survived the attack.”
“It may not matter,” he said, in a quiet voice.  “They won’t have much to protect soon anyway.”
“Don’t give up now, Dr. Oaks.”  She patted her chest.  “There are four of us like this.  The infected don’t know what we are, and that gives us a big advantage.”
“It’s not the infected that worries me now,” said Dr. Oaks.
“It’s the infection,” I said, giving away the answer Dr. Oaks was circling around to.
Dr. Oaks nodded.  
I looked at Grace.  “Fritz told me these guys were never exposed to the virus.  That’s why they were able to save so many doctors and professors in one place.  It wasn’t a fortuitous number of immune cases, it was good quarantine procedures.”
“Now,” said Dr. Oaks, “quarantine is broken.  We’ve all been exposed.”
Grace slumped against the wall.
Dr. Oaks pointed down the hall at the other academics.  “We may all be goners, we’re just not dead yet.”  He smiled as though there had been some dark humor there to qualify it as a joke.  Maybe he was correct.
“Still,” I said, “we need a plan.  Grace is right, staying here won’t end well.  The Whites will come.  They will get up to this floor.  They will find you in your stockroom.  You can take my word for it or not.  I can’t offer you anything to prove that I know what I’m talking about except to say that I’m alive, so far.”
Dr. Oaks smiled at that.  “Best resume I’ve heard all day.”  
I chuckled.  I liked his wry wit.  “If any of you are going to make it, we need to get you someplace safer.”
Grace straightened up again.  “It throws me off when you turn optimistic, Zed.”
“There’s a chance some of you are immune,” I told Dr. Oaks as if I might know more about the disease than him.  “If not, some of you may survive the infection with your brain functions intact.”
“Some.  That’s a gross overestimation.”  Dr. Oaks laughed.  “However, I agree with your intent.”
“I’ve got a suggestion, then.”  I looked at Grace and Dr. Oaks, the apparent man in charge of the academics, for tacit permission to proceed.  Neither objected.  “It’s going to be dark in a couple of hours.  There are four of us.”  I patted myself on the chest for clarity.  I meant the Slow Burns.  “Two of us can stay here to watch things.  Two of us can go out and find a better place to hide.  Something defensible.  Something easily hidden.  Camouflage works better as a defense than nearly anything else with the naked horde.  Hopefully, we’ll find a place where it’s easy to get food and water.  We need somewhere larger than your storeroom because we’ll be there for three or four days.”
“Waiting for the disease to run its course,” said Dr. Oaks.  He looked at me.  “That’s what you’re suggesting, isn’t it?”
“I am,” I told him.
“Before you take the survivors to your sanctum, right?” he guessed.
“Sanctum?” The oddity of the phrase caught me off guard and I laughed.  “I wouldn’t get all formal.  Safe places don’t tend to last.”
Getting down to more serious questions, Dr. Oaks asked, “What will we do with the ones who the virus doesn’t kill? The ones who don’t recover?”
“You mean the ones who turn into monsters?” Grace asked.              
“There’s only one solution.”  I didn’t want to say it, but it needed to be said.  “It sucks, but it’s the only way.  They went through something like this at Brackenridge Hospital in Austin.”  I looked at both of them, as though they might not know the place.  “They restrained the infected ones before they infected—”
“They infected?” Dr. Oaks interrupted.
“It was a fucked up situation,” I told him.  “They had their reasons for doing it that way.  They infected everyone in groups.  They restrained them.  The ones who recovered, they let loose.  The ones who turned symptomatic, they killed.”
“They didn’t wait,” Dr. Oaks asked, “to see if any got better, like you two?”
I shook my head.  “I don’t agree completely with their methods, but I wasn’t there when they started the whole thing.  I didn’t have a say in it.  Not sure it would have made a difference anyway.  Everybody was desperate then and willing to try anything to avoid what looked like the inevitable.”
Dr. Oaks frowned and looked at his wrists as he mused, “Restraints.”
“It may be best,” said Grace.  “It could work.”
“But we need to find a place,” I told them.  “We need to do it quickly.  If your people were exposed, then they’ll start showing symptoms any time.”
“And what if they weren’t all exposed?” Grace asked.  “What if they don’t get exposed until we think they’re immune, and they turn later?”
“We make sure,” said Dr. Oaks.”
I replied, “At Brackenridge they used—”
“All it takes is a big wet kiss,” said Dr. Oaks.  “That’s enough.”
Grace sighed and stepped up to Dr. Oaks and pursed her lips.  “If this is what you’ve decided.”
He pecked her on the lips and laughed.  “I’m sorry.  I haven’t been kissed by a pretty young woman in a long time.”
Grace stepped back and blushed.
“We need to wait until one of us turns feverish,” said Dr. Oaks.  “That person needs to do the kissing.  Like most viruses, it’s not likely to be contagious after the fever subsides.”  Dr. Oaks looked up and down the hall.  “I hope it’s one of the young ladies who gets it first.”
“Okay, then.”  I decided to move things along.  “Me and Grace will head out to scout for a place to hole up.  Any suggestions you have would be greatly appreciated since you know the campus better than either of us.  Murphy and Jazz will stay here to guard you guys, but you’ll have to get back inside the storeroom, just in case.”
“We can’t,” said Dr. Oaks.
Grace and Dr. Oaks shared a glance.
I was being left out of something.  “What?”
“We need to save what we can of our research.”  Dr. Oaks pointed at Grace.  “She gets motherly when I bring it up.”
I rubbed my eyes as I fought with competing requirements.  “You stay on this floor, you won’t be safe.  If you go into the adjoining buildings, you probably get killed and draw in enough Whites to kill everyone else.”
“No, no,” said Dr. Oaks.  “Most of us work in this building on the top two floors.”
“Get what you can on this floor,” I told him.  “We’ll get the most important stuff off of the third floor when we get back.  Either way, you can’t take anything with you now.  I’d say secure it as best you can,” I glanced at Grace, “some of us will come back after things cool down here and gather everything up.”
Dr. Oaks nodded.  “Food and water.  If we can do something about that.  We don’t have any stored here.  The volunteers protecting us kept us supplied with food.”
Skip a meal! I didn’t say that.  These people had a lot to learn about life in the world nowadays.  “We’ll see if we can find something.”
Grace put a hand on Dr. Oaks arm.  “We’ll find some food.”
“And something we’re not thinking about,” said Dr. Oaks, “if we go somewhere else on campus—”  
“When,” I interrupted, “not if.  You can’t stay here.  Everyone will die, probably by this time tomorrow.  It’s that simple.  I’m not exaggerating.  This place is risk-factor central.  Believe me on this point.”
“I do,” said Dr. Oaks, “but how will we cross the campus? The infected will see us, won’t they?” He looked at Grace.  “They’ll come after us, won’t they? We’re not like you two.”
He was right.  My ease at walking among the Whites was turning into a false generalization to all other people, normal people.
“What if we disguise them,” said Grace, “maybe put them in gloves and hoodies? Hide as much skin as possible.”
“The naked ones will see the clothes,” I said, “and come after them.”
“I have an idea,” said Dr. Oaks.  “It might solve both problems at once.”
“Both?” I asked.
He smiled.  “Dinner and disguise, of course.  If you find some food, maybe find some flour as well.”



Chapter 28
I followed Grace across the street toward the four-story pharmacy building.  When we’d started down the stairs from the fourth floor of the veterinary sciences addition, I’d thought I was running the show, but she had a way of slowly taking charge that trumped my anti-authoritarian tendencies.  Or perhaps it was the sight of her naked body that kept me in line.  Sure, she was maybe twenty years older than me.  She had a few wrinkles, some gray hair, but those seemed unimportant with her clothes gone.
We ran through the grass and around to the side of the building, avoiding the dead Whites and live ones grazing on their fallen.  We stepped into a hedge of fat, round bushes standing taller than us despite the extreme weather and loss of irrigation.  Grace stopped, put a finger to her lips, and looked from side to side.  
I kept quiet and scanned.  No Whites were in the bushes that I could see.  The nearest live ones were thirty or forty yards away.
Grace leaned in close.  “You need to stop looking at me like that.”
“Like what?” I didn’t think she’d noticed.
“There are naked infected everywhere,” she huffed.  “I’d have thought you’d be used to it by now.”
Busted.  Why not just go with it? “Sorry.”  I pointed at the Whites across the lawn, naked females were among them.  “Something in my brain clicks off when I see them.  To me, those ones are just monsters.”
“Really?”
Mostly.  I didn’t think it was good to mention the females I’d spooned with that night before I took that combine and ran down a few thousand of them in a cornfield.
“Listen, Zed, you’re cute, but you’re stupid.  I’m not going to make an emotional investment in somebody who’s intent on getting themselves killed.  Okay?”
Emotional? 
Honestly, I was only thinking about sex, but the truth I didn’t tell myself was I knew sex would lead to something more, something that I was never good at dealing with even before the world fell apart—emotional attachments.  I was still a newbie in that department, fucking my relationships up at every turn.  I wasn’t an abusive monster like Dan, and I wasn’t a sharp-tongued, screeching cunt like the Harpy.  I had tried to navigate the hormone-charged high school and college years having not had the opportunity to see a healthy relationship at work, no template, so to speak.  That left me with trial and error, which so far hadn’t produced good results.
“Don’t pout.”  Grace smiled and looked me up and down.  “If you were the last guy on earth,” she shrugged and thought it through, “you’d do.  We could find a little house on the prairie and make little pale-skinned babies to repopulate the earth.  I’d stay home and make doilies and biscuits, and you could go out and hunt for buffalo.  It’d be fun.”
I rolled my eyes.  “Be careful what you joke about.  I am just about that last guy on earth.  You might end up with a half dozen toddlers that look just like me.”
Grace shook her head.  “You’ll be dead a long time before that.”
“That’s what everybody says,” I smiled.  “Yet here I am.”
“It defies all logic.”  Grace peeked through the foliage.  “Well, we can’t stand out here in the bushes all day.  We’re not middle-schoolers anymore.”  She pointed down the side of the building.  “There’s a way in over here.  They kept the food stored in one of the rooms on the second floor down at the far end of the building.  They figured if they ever got the service elevator running it would make sense.  You know, they wouldn’t have to carry it as far.”
“They have canned stuff in there?”
“That’s pretty much all there is left to scavenge.  Pretty much.  The infected get most everything else.”
That was true.  It didn’t take much brainpower to figure a box of cereal with a giant picture of Fruit Loops on the front might have something yummy inside.  Then there was the meager effort required to find out.
“They’ve got some of those canvas grocery bags in there,” she said.  “Grab one when we get there.  Don’t overfill it.  You want to be able to run.”
I knew how to handle the loads of things I needed to run with.  I didn’t need Grace telling me.  “Yes, mother.”
“That’s why you never get laid.”  Grace turned and punched me in the arm.  “You always say the wrong thing.”  She hurried through the bushes toward the door.  
A little too loudly, I called after her, “Or because most of the girls are dead?” I followed, muttering, “We do have this virus thing going on.”  



Chapter 29
Inside, the dead lay on the floor as thick as they were in the veterinary science building.  Plenty of live ones worked on filling their bellies from the corpses.  We didn’t kill any of them.  We were on a different mission than that.  Instead, we went into the stairwell and climbed up to the second floor.  More dead.  Fewer Whites feeding.  A handful down the hall near the other end.
Grace and I headed down the hall to the room that had been dedicated for the pantry.  It was the first classroom on our right.  The feeding Whites barely gave us a glance.  That was hopeful until we neared the pantry door and I heard sounds from within.  Whites were in there, and they sounded pissed.
Nodding to the door, I pointed at the knob, then raised my machete and stood to the side so I could ambush and kill any beast that sprang out when Grace opened it up.
She positioned herself behind the door, gave me a confirming glance and pulled, stepping far out of the way.
The noise from inside didn’t stop, at least not immediately, but after a moment of waiting, I was rewarded.  A White ran out the door, right past me.  I swung my blade at the back of his neck.  He dropped as a second came out the door.  I wasn’t in position to get her with my machete, so I jabbed at her throat with the knife in my left hand and shoved the blade all the way through the back of her neck.  She crumbled, limp, gurgling blood through her breath.
I straightened up and stepped into the pantry.  The last of the Whites—a wiry guy with a full sleeve tattoo on his naked arm—glanced at me and then went back to smashing a gallon-sized can against the floor, holding it up to look at the picture of sliced peaches on the label after every couple of tries.
I motioned Grace to come in.  She followed, closing the door behind her.  I headed straight for the White, deciding to take care of him so he wouldn’t become a distraction while we sifted through the mess to find some groceries.  
The White, though, eyed me suspiciously and stopped pounding the can immediately after I started toward him.  By my second step, he was on his feet and moving to the other side of a shelf.
Damn, a skittish one.  Unusual.
I looked back to make sure the door was closed, set my feet, and raised my machete.  “Here, Whitey, Whitey…”
The White looked at me but didn’t move.
“Come here, buddy,” I said.  “I’m going to kill you.”
Still, he didn’t move.
To my left, Grace started to work her way around to the White’s other side.  He got nervous, glancing back and forth between us, and stepping toward the far corner of the room.
Then I stopped.  This was different.  “Can you understand me?”
It looked at me blankly, still glancing between us.
“Hey,” I said.  “Nod your head.  Blink.  Wave your hand.  Say something if you can.  Do you understand me?”
It stepped closer into the corner.
I sighed.  It wasn’t a Smart One.  It wasn’t a Slow Burn.  It wasn’t as smart as Russell had been but it seemed relatively harmless to me.  It didn’t wig out and attack me when I’d spoken.  Killing it didn’t feel right.  “Grace.”
“Yes?” she responded in a soft voice.
“Go open the door again, and stand out of the way.”
“Are you sure that’s how you want to handle this?”
“Yeah.”
“I think it’s a mistake.”
“Yeah.”  I looked at her.  “I don’t need any more guilt.  Let’s let it go.”
Grace shook her head and stepped quickly to the door.  
Once she had it open, I grunted a gorilla sound, raised my machete and charged the White in the corner, doing it slowly enough, and leaving him plenty of room to run along the windows, cross the room, and disappear out the door.  All I heard after that was the sound of his feet running down the hall.
Grace came back into the pantry and closed the door behind.
“Easy enough,” I told her softly.
“We’ll see.”  In the dim moonlight coming in through the windows, I scanned the room.  “You guys had a lot of food in here.”
“They were stocked enough to last for a while.”
“Besides the flour Dr. Oaks asked for? What should we bring back?”
“Anything they can eat right out of the can.”
I asked, “Can’t you eat everything right out of the can?”
Grace looked at me, puzzled.  “I suppose.”  She started searching through the remains of flour, sugar, beans, and rice that had been stacked on a couple of pallets and shredded by the Whites.  “Everything is mixed up.”  
“Maybe there’s a bag of flour down in the pile that isn’t open.”
Grace continued to dig.
I found where the canvas grocery bags had fallen to the floor, and I pulled several out and shook them off.  They all had big looped handles, and I slid one up my arm and wrapped the handle over my shoulder.  I moved around, trying the bag on for size.  If I didn’t put too much in the bag, I might be able to carry one over each shoulder and still keep my weapons in hand.  It would make for awkward movement, but I liked the idea better than going out with a bag in one hand rather than a knife.
Grace stopped digging through the mess on the pallets and started looking through the cans and boxes on the floor.
I put a grocery bag on my other shoulder and turned around to face Grace.  “What do you think? Stylish?”
She laughed and put a hand over her mouth to keep the sound in.  “You look like an idiot.”
I grinned.  “But it’s functional, right?” I waved my machete and knife to demonstrate.  
“Hey.”
“What?” I tensed.
Grace knelt on the floor, reached down, and lifted a clear plastic jug full of something white.  “Baking powder.  We don’t need the flour.  This will be perfect.”
I stepped closer.  “Is there another one?”
Grace found a second jug.  
I tossed her a grocery bag, and she loaded them in.  “You think two will be enough?”
“We can make another trip if we need more.”
It took a few more minutes to get our food loaded up along with our baking powder for dusting the academics in white before taking them out of the veterinary sciences building.  Just before we left, I asked, “Do they have an armory in here?”
Grace pointed down.  “On the first floor.”
“You think we should go down and pick up a couple of guns and some ammo, just in case?”
Grace shook her head, deciding instantly.
“I’m not saying it’ll do any good in the long run,” I explained.  “I was just thinking they might feel—I don’t know—hopeful, having a weapon in hand.”
“I think putting a loaded gun in their hands is a mistake,” she countered.  “They haven’t been out among the infected like you and I have.  We’ve seen enough people learn the hard way that noise draws the infected in.  With the naked horde everywhere, if one of the academics gets nervous and fires, then they’re all dead—all of them—whether they’re hidden in a stockroom, walking across the campus, or in their new hiding place.”
“You’re right,” I sighed.  “Let’s just take what we’ve got.”  I pushed the door open and peeked into the hall.  Nothing but the Whites far down, still eating.  I led the way out and crossed over to the stairwell, opened the door slightly to listen, peek inside, and proceeded.  It was clear as far as I could tell.  Grace followed me silently down the stairs, avoiding the slipperiest spots where the blood was thick and hadn’t yet dried.
At the bottom floor, we paused again at the door that led out of the building.  I pushed it open a little and listened.  No unexpected sounds.  I opened it wide enough to slip through and stepped out with Grace right behind.  
She gasped and froze.  
My machete was immediately up as my head snapped right, then left, looking for the danger.
She nudged me with her elbow and pointed across the grass.
A line of jogging Whites, twenty or thirty of them, was winding its way toward us.  The first White in the line had a full sleeve tattoo on his left arm, and was looking right at me.  
“Motherfucker!”  I pushed Grace back inside.  
Dammit! Dammit! Dammit! 
I should have killed that fucker in the pantry.  He was a Smart One.  He was smart enough to play docile and stupid when he saw my machete, and now he’d rounded up some of his motherfucking naked White buddies to come and get us.
Dammit.
“What do you think?” Grace asked, urgently.
I shrugged the grocery bags off my shoulders, and bounded over to tuck them beneath the staircase.  I planned to pick them up later, tattoo-sleeve asshole Smart One or not.  “Leave your stuff there with mine.”  I pointed up the stairs.  “Run.  Back to two.”
Grace shook her head.  “That’s stupid.  They’ll find us.”
“Go.”
I bounded up the stairs after Grace.  At the landing, she wanted to continue up, but I stretched an arm out to stop her.  I whispered, “Go up if you want to.  I’m going to make my stand on two.”
“Not even you can kill them all, Zed.  Not with a knife and a machete.”
“I don’t need to kill them all.  I just need to kill one.”
“What if they don’t come to two? What if they don’t fall into whatever stupid little trap you’re planning?”
“That’s why I want you with me,” I told her.  “I don’t want them to skip over two and find you first.  I know you can’t kill them all, either.”
Grace closed her eyes, gritted her teeth, and huffed.  She looked at me with a steely glare.  “You better not fuck this up.”
We ran onto the second floor just as the Whites slammed into the outer door at the bottom of the stairs.



Chapter 30
Across the hall from the commissary, I swung the door open on a room full of supplies that I glanced at too quickly to identify.  Nothing moved.  That was the important thing.  I pointed and told Grace, “Inside.”
Grace resisted.  She wasn’t one to take orders.  She wasn’t one to shirk.  “Whatever you have in mind, we’ll do it together.”
I shoved her through the doorway.  “No time.”
Whites were running up the stairs.  They were in pursuit mode and the Smart One had worked them into a hunting frenzy.
I looked Grace in the eye and said, “Another person won’t help.  Don’t risk yourself for no reason.  But get inside or do exactly what I do or you’ll kill us both.”  I spun around, planning my next move, leaving it up to her to choose.
A white-skinned corpse, one of dozens in the hall, lay just feet away.  I dropped to my knees beside it, sliced its belly open with my knife and tucked my machete beneath its leg.  With my empty hand, I scooped a palm full of blood and splashed it over my head.  I scooped more, drenching my skull and face in dripping red.  I shoved the hand with my knife gripped tight into the gaping wound, burying my fist in the decedent's innards.  The knife punctured the intestine, releasing a fume of stink.  I reached under the leg and grabbed the handle of my machete and lowered my face to the wound to pretend like I was feeding.
The door to the room where I tersely told Grace to hide clicked closed with her inside.  She’d made the right decision.
The door to the stairwell swung open, and the tattooed Smart One ran onto the floor with his troupe of rabid White monkeys in tow.  He sprinted straight for the door to the pantry, grabbed it and swung it open.  The Whites fell over one another pouring into the room, screaming for blood as they did.
When the last of them passed inside, the Smart One held the door wide and stepped around to get a view of the coming mayhem.  His back was toward me.  And why not?  At the moment I was just another cannibal feeding on a dead brother.  He was hunting two loquacious Slow Burns.
I pulled my legs beneath me so I could pounce—the sound of my feet sliding across the messy floor must have seemed odd to the Smart One because he turned to look, confident and slow.
Too bad for him that his earlier skittishness had been an act.  Otherwise, he'd have dodged away from the unexpected sound and might have had a chance.  
I jumped as I raised my machete high.
His eyes went wide, and the tattooed arm came up to block my blade.
Silly White.  That never works.
My machete came down with all the force I could bring to bear.
His tattooed forearm separated and spun through the air.  His bald White skull split down through the forehead to the bridge of the nose and blood exploded from the wound.  His body stiffened.  His eyes turned dead glassy, and his mouth froze.  That fucking asshole of a Smart One was dead, and he fell over with my machete jammed in his cranium.
Null Spot, motherfucker!
With his dead hand off the doorknob he'd been holding, the door closed, for the moment, trapping his new posse.  They were busy denting cans with pretty labels and knocking over shelves.  They didn't notice the door.
I stepped on tattoo boy’s face and pressed his head to the floor with my foot as I wrenched my machete free.
I heard a noise behind me, and I swung my blade as I turned, ready to cleave whatever it was sneaking up from behind to do to me what I'd just done to tattoo boy.
Grace's eyes went wide, and she froze in the open door.
My machete and body were carrying too much momentum to stop, so I redirected up, burying my blade in the side of the thick, wooden door above her head.  The loud thunk got the attention of the feeding Whites down the hall.  They all stared.
Grace blinked, caught her breath, and stepped into the hall beside me.  She brandished her knives at the Whites up the corridor, and I guess they decided she was too badass to fuck with.  They went back to eating.
I wrenched my blade out of the door, looked at Grace, and nodded toward the stairwell door.
She ran.  I followed.
We collected our bags at the bottom of the stairs, and exited the building, taking care to stay behind the bushes that had concealed us when we'd first arrived.  We made our way to the end of the building and paused to take a good look around before exposing ourselves.  Of course, we were white-skinned and naked, but carelessness was what got people killed more than anything else.  We were alive because we'd developed good habits for staying that way in a world full of unpredictable predators.
Grace gently grabbed my arm just as I was about to step out of the bushes.
I looked at her and mouthed a silent, "What?” I snapped a look all around me to see what I'd missed.
“Sorry,” she said softly.
“For what?”
“I thought you were trying to be a hero.  I didn’t know you had a plan.”
“I always have a plan.”  It was only half a lie.
She tapped her temple with her finger.  “But you have that hero thing going.  You know that, right?”
I nodded.  Everybody knew that about me.  It was a terminal character flaw I'd managed to live with.  So far.
“I almost ruined it.  I almost got us both killed.”
I stepped closer to the wall of the building and looked over the bushes for listening ears and white skin.  None.  “We haven’t done this kind of thing together enough to know each other.  We don’t have that teamwork thing yet.  You don’t know to trust me fully, yet.  You think I’m a half-cocked whack job.”  I smiled, even though I was starting to wonder how much that last part was pure truth.  “I’m still alive.  I’m good at what I do.  Murphy and me, we’re good at it together because we trust each other.  Like you and Jazz, I know what to expect from him and he knows what to expect from me.”
“But you didn’t bring Murphy with you.”  She looked at me hard, searching for a deeper truth than I was admitting.  
Why not put it all on the table? “I think maybe Murphy is coming to the end of what he can deal with.”
“Murphy?” Grace looked across the street to the veterinary science building.  “Murphy seems like he’s adjusted to this better than anybody.”
“Maybe he’s finding his limit.  I don’t know.  He said some things.”
“Like?”
“Stuff.  I’m worried about him now.  I think maybe I’ve dragged him through too much shit.”
Grace laughed.  “Everything isn’t about you, Zed.  We all have to deal with this world whether you’re around to make it worse or not.”
“Worse?” That hurt.  It was bad enough when I thought it.  It was painful when someone else said it.  
“Sorry.”  Grace put a hand on my shoulder.  “I didn’t mean to say that.”
I stepped out of the bushes.  “You ready to go?” I jogged toward the street, knowing Grace would follow but not looking back to make sure she did.



Chapter 31
Things had gone well in the veterinary sciences building.  Murphy had to kill a pair of Whites working their way up the stairs.  They’d probably heard the professors making too much noise and were hoping for a meal.  I guess even Whites’ plans tended to go awry.
The academics had emptied the stockroom of most of the boxes, jars, and old, useless junk that it had accumulated through the years.  Instead, they stored what they could of their work and the work of their dead colleagues, notebooks, samples, and whatnot.  Getting those things together in a safe place seemed to be more important to them than their personal safety, though more than half of them had taken the time to scavenge weapons from their dead defenders.  That was a problem.
Everybody got something to eat and drink.  They took care of their personal business and then it was time for the hard part.  Dr. Oaks got everyone’s attention.  He held up one of the jugs of baking powder.  “For this to work, we all need to strip naked and cover ourselves with this.”
Some mumbled.  A few disagreed more loudly.
“Here’s the deal,” I told them in a voice that carried over their unhappy bitching.  “First off, don’t be a prick.  Lots of people died trying to keep you alive.  I know you appreciate it but if you’ve got a better idea, be constructive about it, bring it up, don’t complain pointlessly.”  I looked them over.  “Anything?”
None of the grumblers looked at me.
“Okay.  I don’t know if this is going to work.  Feel free to stay in the storeroom if you want.  The rest of us are leaving.”  I glanced at Murphy and Grace.  Jazz was out of sight somewhere.  But it was clear to the academics who I was talking about.  “Any of you who want to come along can—naked, covered in baking powder.  It’s dark outside.  As long as you don’t speak when you’re out there or do anything to bring attention to yourselves, like carry a gun, you’ll probably be okay.  If you want your gun, stay here.  You’re not coming with us.”
One of the grumblers raised his weapon, not pointed at anyone, but showing it to all of us.  “We can’t even defend ourselves.”
I rolled my eyes.  I didn’t want to get into it again.
“How many bullets do you have in there?” Grace asked him.
“Six.”  He patted the magazine on the rifle.
“How many infected do you think are out there?” she pressed.  “Are you going to kill them all with six bullets?”
Murphy laughed.
“If you shoot,” I told him, “then you’ll all die.  That’s it.  That’s the simple fact.  One shot will bring every White who can hear it down on you.  That’s the way it works out there.  They know the only things that use guns are uninfected people.  The Whites always come when shots are fired, always.  Guns are the absolute last resort.”
“And if they attack us out there?” the grumbler asked.
It’s hard to convince people to change their mind to a proven truth from a strongly held belief.
“If they attack just you,” I said, “or any one or two of us,” I brandished my machete.  “We’ll do what we can.  But we’ll probably just leave you to save the rest.”
“That’s bullshit.”
“Yeah,” I agreed.  “It is.  But we don’t get to make the rules anymore.  We live in their world now.  Their rules.  And it sucks.  So if you get behind, if you get separated, if you get attacked, then whisper your prayers to yourself and take one for the team.  If you start hollering for help, the rest of the Whites will come running faster than you can imagine.  You’ll get everyone killed.”
Silence.
I let them stew for a few seconds before I continued.  “I told you, it sucks.  But it’s a take-it-or-leave-it deal.  Accept the rules or stay here.  We’ll leave in five minutes.”
I walked away, not going anywhere, just pretending like I had things to do so I wouldn’t have to entertain any belated questions.  Grace walked up beside me.  Murphy came along behind.
"You come across well in front of people,” she said.  "Sometimes people, even people with PhDs, just want to be told what to do."
"Thanks.”  I was still pissed at her but didn't want to seem like I was pouting.  I looked up at Murphy.  "What do you think?"
He shoved the head of a corpse with his foot—just fidgeting—as he gave the question a thought.  “We need to do something.  We can’t stay here.”
“Not the endorsement I was hoping for.”  I sighed.
“Don’t get your panties in a wad.”  Murphy grinned.  
I couldn’t tell if it was a real grin or the fake one.  
He said, "It's as good a plan as any.  Hell, better than most.  I never thought about that baking powder thing.  As long as we don't get close to any Whites, I can't see why they'd bother us."
"And we're not going far,” said Grace, looking back at Dr. Oaks, who was talking with someone else.  "He said the food service commissary is down the road three blocks, going away from campus.  Good sized building.  No windows.  Only a few doors.  We could be safe there—safer there than anywhere else we can think of for the moment.”
“Let’s hope so.”  I looked at them both.  “We need to do this single-file and run in one of those stupid helix patterns like they do.  Emphasize that to everyone before we go out the door, okay? We need to sell this to the Whites outside.”
“Will do,” said Murphy.
“Of course,” Grace added.
“I’ll lead,” I told them.  “I’ll keep it slow.  I don’t want to lose Dr. Oaks by jogging too fast.”
“I’m worried about him,” said Grace.  “I don’t know if he can even run.  And that other old guy.”  She pointed.  “If he dropped on the ground and died on the way, it wouldn’t surprise me.”
“What do you want to do then?” I asked.
“Put the slowest ones at the rear,” she said.
Murphy looked surprised.  “And leave ‘em if they can’t keep up?”
“I’ll stay with them,” she told us.  “We’ll walk if we have to.”
“That’s a bad idea.”  I tried to imagine an alternative.
She looked at Dr. Oaks again, her face concerned.
"Odds are,” I said, "He's going to die anyway.  All of them have been exposed, or they soon will be.  We know where that leads.  Don't risk your life for nothing."
Grace nodded.
I didn’t believe her.  “You stay with the old ones at the rear.  Talk to Jazz before we go.  If she hangs back with you, that’s cool with me.”  I looked at Murphy for agreement.  He nodded.  “Murphy and me will take the rest down the street.”  I turned toward Dr. Oaks.  “Even as slow as he’ll be going, what do you think it’ll take, maybe twenty minutes?”
“If it takes longer than that,” Murphy chuckled, “he might die of old age.”
Grace rolled her eyes.



Chapter 32
We started down the street and just as Grace predicted, Dr. Oaks and the other guy whose name I didn’t know fell immediately behind.  They didn’t even attempt to run.  I guess they knew their limitations.
Or they’d already given up.
That thought angered me, but I put it aside.  I didn't want Grace or Jazz risking their lives for people who'd already decided to let themselves die.  But I had other contrary charges to take care of.
I jogged slowly, making a serpentine path across the parking lot and kept periodic watch over my shoulder to make sure all were doing as told, follow-the-leader.  Whites were all over the place, some heading somewhere, some feeding on a carcass, many settling down inside of abandoned cars, in the buildings, or in the shrubs.  Everybody wanted a warm, dry place to sleep.
As we crossed over a sidewalk and a strip of dead grass, I saw the outpost on the corner where I’d killed the Whites in the library.  That brought back a lot of weird emotions I tried to turn into a memory of victory.  I’d killed a lot of them in that room, single-handed.  But I didn’t feel like Null Spot the Destroyer at the moment.  More like a serial killer.
What did I need to do to get back in a Null Spot state of mind? Null Spot was confident and invincible.  Zed Zane worried too much about shit that didn’t matter.
We passed non-descript little buildings on our right and another parking lot on the left.  I kept my group jogging a slalom down the turn lane in the middle of the road.  Ahead, it looked like the number of Whites thinned.  Not many in the roads, and not many near the buildings along the way.  Or they were there and just lurking in the night shadows, ready to fuck up my evening as soon as I started to think things were going well.
We passed over a crosswalk and past a bus with a wheel up on the curb.  A couple of windows broken out.  No surprise.  We went past a row of greenhouses on the left, and through the glass walls I saw lots of movement.  Nothing came out, though.  
I was getting worried.  Something had to go wrong.  Something always did.  
And suddenly, there it was, a building with tall concrete walls, and no windows.  Kitchen-style exhaust vents on the roof ensured we’d reached the place Dr. Oaks had described.  I crossed the parking lot with my little band behind, took a look way up the street, and saw Grace with her slow followers still coming.  
We entered the building through the front door and spread out into a lobby that contained no Whites.  I stopped at the door and looked back up the street.
Murphy put a hand on my shoulder and whispered, “Don’t even think about it.  They made their choice.  You and me can’t go back to help them.  We need to make sure this place is secure.  There might be Whites.  C’mon.”



Chapter 33
Our powder-coated people waited nervously in a hall while Murphy and I started the search.  We were armed, and used to being naked—at least I was.  They weren't.  They were still holding hands over their private parts and looking at the walls and ceiling rather than each other.
Sorry kids.  All the niceties of our old life are luxuries we can’t afford.
Murphy and I checked the front offices.  Easy enough.  A few had been ransacked.  My guess was looters rather than Whites.  The infected were much more vigorous and thorough than normals when they were looking for something to eat.
The industrial kitchen in back was too dark to see anything but the largest of black shapes against a murky background with glints of dull moonlight off stainless steel equipment.  Skylights in the roof let the moonlight in.
“What do you think?” Murphy whispered as we stood in the door.
I shook my head.  The kitchen might have been empty or a hundred Whites might have been sitting inside on the floor.  I stepped out and pushed the door closed.  I bit my lip while I thought about it.  “We don’t have a light.  We can’t run around campus trying to find one.”
Murphy agreed.  “We’ve been lucky so far.  Who knows what happens if we take these knuckleheads back outside.
I crossed the lobby and looked out the front door again.  Grace and Jazz had covered half the distance with the two old professors.
Murphy came up beside me.  “They’ll make it.  What are we gonna do?”
I heaved a labored sigh.  The only solution that came to mind was the unpleasant one.  I crossed the lobby again to the hall that led to the offices, and pointed toward one of the doors off the corridor and told them, "Go in that office.  Close the door.  Be quiet about it.  Oh, and if you hear a bunch of screaming in a minute, shove a desk in front of the door and hope for the best."
“What?” It was the grumbler from earlier.  “You can’t just—”
Murphy stopped him with a raised hand and an angry face.  "We're doing the best we can here, buddy.  Okay? This is a risk for us too, man."
A woman grabbed the grumbler’s arm and tugged him toward the office.  The other powder-coated people filed silently in.
“See if you can find a lighter or something in the desk,” I told them.  Maybe we’d get lucky if the office belonged to a smoker.
Murphy and I crossed the lobby to get back to the kitchen door.  We stopped, and he looked at me, feigning patience.
“You wanna hold the door open or ambush the ones who come out?” I asked.
“If there are a bunch of them in there it won’t matter.”
“Don’t be a pessimist,” I told him.  “You take the door.”
Murphy stepped to one side and put a hand on the knob.  I stood against the wall far enough from the doorway that I’d be able to get a full swing at anybody who came out.  I nodded at Murphy.  Ready.
He nodded back and swung the door open.  
I tapped my machete on the doorjamb and waited.
Nothing but the echo of the sound came back to us.
I stepped closer to the door and leaned into the dark opening.  “Dinner time, dipshits.”
I jumped back and raised my blade high.
Nothing.
“We can’t be this lucky,” Murphy whispered.  He turned to face the dark kitchen.  “Come on out of here and I’ll let you eat Zed first.”
No howls.  No bare feet running on the unglazed tile floor.  No kitchen equipment getting knocked around.
“I think it’s empty,” I said.  “Maybe it was too dark for the Whites to want to go inside.”
“Maybe.”
“Go get them.”  I pointed at the closed office door.  “Get them inside the kitchen.”  I went back to the front door and looked out the window and waited.  The girls were almost to the parking lot in front of our new building.
Murphy, still whispering, just in case, herded the academics from the office into the kitchen.  They shuffled around.  They bumped things.  They knocked metal utensils and pans, cursing through whispers when they did.
Still, no White in the building made a noise.  We had to be alone.  Unlikely, but there it was.
With tension building, because I just knew something had to go terribly wrong somewhere, I watched the girls shepherd their charges across the parking lot, up the few steps, and to the front door.
I swung it open, looking from side to side for the mob I expected to ambush me.  They didn’t materialize.
"Thanks,” Dr. Oaks was out of breath, but he grabbed my arm for emphasis.
I pointed to the kitchen door at the back of the lobby.  
Jazz asked, “Is everything okay? Are we safe?”
I nodded.  “The place seems empty.”
“Seems?” Grace asked.  
“Too dark to tell in the kitchen,” I told her.  “But we checked it best we could.”
“We’re good, then?”
I was almost afraid to say it, like accepting that nothing had gone to shit would be akin to springing the trap on our good fortune.  “Yes.”
Nothing bad happened.  The trap didn’t spring.
I followed them into the kitchen.



Chapter 34
Not an hour after we got settled into the kitchen, one of the professors got the chills and started shivering with loudly chattering teeth.  Everybody whispered among themselves in their little cliques while looking at barely visible black silhouettes of each other.  They were cold, we all were.  They tried to convince each other that the fever hadn’t caught one of their own.  They reassured one another it couldn’t be happening so fast.
It had.  They cultivated their pointless doubts.  I had none.  Soon, they’d all be infected.  The comas would follow, then they’d start to wake, and mercy killings would necessarily follow.
Shiver.  Sizzle.  Coma.  Die.  My recipe for a successful conclusion.  
I can be a real asshole in my thoughts.
But I prayed some of them would make it.  They were still humanity’s hope.
Grace and Jazz went into the offices of the lobby for a meticulous search.  A lighter or matches were our need.  Hell, flint and steel would have been terrific if we could have found those.
I sat down on the floor in the lobby, just outside the door to the kitchen, leaning against the wall.  Unless some Whites popped out to surprise us or came to break through the door in the lobby, my part in everything was finished until I went out to meet the helicopter in the morning.
Murphy came out of the blackness of the kitchen and stood in the doorway, leaning on the doorjamb.  “Another sleepless night.”
“Yeah.”  I agreed.
Inside, Dr. Oaks was talking softly to the feverish woman and a couple of others.  He was trying to rally them around the plan we’d all agreed on.  It was time to spread the infection.
Murphy squatted down and in a voice just above a whisper, he said, “If it doesn’t go well for her, she could turn by morning.”
I ran my fingers across the scarred blade laying on my knees.  “Not a good way to go.”
“A bullet would be better,” he said.  “Maybe she’ll last until Martin gets here with the helicopter.”
“What good would it do?” I asked.  “He’s meeting us at the top of the pharmacy building.  How would you get back here with your rifle? Hell, how will we get back here at all? We’ll need to have Martin pick us up and drop us somewhere else on campus.”
“Maybe we do a repeat of yesterday’s performance,” said Murphy.  “Drop on the drilling field.  They had to have reloaded the machine guns, right? There was plenty of that ammo in the other helicopters.”
"I don't see why they wouldn't, but you never know, right?” I looked over at Murphy.  "Landing at Fort Hood won't be much less dangerous than landing here.  And getting rearmed? It’ll be harder for them than us.  We’re Whites.  We can move among the infected.  They can’t.”
“What if they don’t show?” Murphy asked.
I shrugged.  I'd worried about it too.  How trustworthy was Martin?
“Fritz is a good guy,” said Murphy.  “He’s dependable.  I trust him more than Martin.”
“I suppose you’re right.  I guess if they don’t show tomorrow, then we go back to the roof the next day, maybe the day after.”
“After that?”
I shook my head.
“Yeah.”  Murphy sat his hatchet and knife on the floor and rubbed his hands over his face.  “If they don’t come by then, they’re not coming.”
“Anything can happen.  Hell, for all we know, the helicopter sucked a bird into an engine and crashed just over the horizon.”
“You can stop with the sunshine now.”  Murphy sat down.  
“Sorry.”
“That’s okay.  I know how you are.”
“Why don’t you try and get some sleep?” 
Murphy looked at the door we’d entered the building through.  “They’re out there.”
“I’ll wake you up if something happens.”
Murphy looked guilty.
"You sleep for an hour or two, and then I'll wake you, and I'll lie down.  Cool?"
Murphy nodded and laid himself on the floor in the doorway.  Why not? It was as good a piece of floor as any.



Chapter 35
The morning was grim.  A dozen powdery people streaked in sweat and smudged from the dirty, cold floor were shivering because the temperature overnight had fallen to near freezing outside and our building didn't hold heat well.  The professors who weren't shivering from the cold were shaking with fever or near comatose, lying motionless except for their breathing.
Some of those would wake later in the day as brain-fried Whites.  We’d have to put them down.
I got off the floor after watching the academics silently suffer, as much from thoughts of what was coming as what they were physically enduring.  Maybe it had been a mistake to take them out of the veterinary science building and infect them.  Maybe we should have stayed—clothed, warm, and waiting for an influx of white-skinned scavengers to kill them all.  And they’d have come.  Too many rotting bodies lay in that building not to draw in the scavengers and their buddies.  
Both choices sucked.  Had I wanted to put the effort into thinking of a third or fourth choice it would have been a waste of time.  We were in a world where all options sucked all the time.
I rubbed the sleep out of my eyes and yawned.  A headache was coming.  I was in a black mood.  It was going to be a shitty day.
I thought about the killing, the running, and the hoping.  I didn’t know why I bothered with the hoping.  But still, there was that little something inside that kept telling me that if I just rolled the dice enough times, I’d one day win.  
Had that ever happened? Or was every day snake eyes?
I dredged my memories for anything, but came upon images of tragedy and echoes of screams from people I knew, liked, and loved.
What about the people on the silos?
I nodded in response to the questions in my head as I recalled our time there.  Those people were in good shape, considering all that had happened.  They were secure and well fed.  They had a future.  And I hadn’t left them worse than I found them.  
Not everything is your fault!
Most of it wasn’t.  I guess.
Most times, it didn’t matter.  Tragedy was on the hunt for all of us.  Nobody had to fuck up to feel its bite.  It just had to be time.  Everybody’s luck ran out eventually.  
I noticed Murphy chuckling, and I turned away from the dim kitchen, and I looked through the door into the lobby.  He was leaning against a reception counter talking to Jazz, who was nearby and keeping an eye out through the tinted windows on the other side of the lobby.
“You’re awake?” It was Grace.
“Yeah.”  I turned back into the kitchen to see her sitting against the wall just inside the door.  The room was cast in a dull, gray light coming in through a few dozen skylights.  “This place is huge.”
Grace pointed to a wall on one side of the kitchen.  “Walk-in refrigerators over there.  And a storeroom.  Might be something good inside.”
I wrinkled my nose and shuddered.  “I wouldn’t open the walk-in fridge or freezer.  Everything inside has got to be rotten.”
"You want to check the storeroom with me?"
“I don’t know.”  I looked back out through the windows in the lobby, unable to get a gauge of the brightness of the light through the dark tint.  “What time is it?”
“Early.”  Grace straightened herself up.  “It only just got light outside.  I don’t know.  Maybe a half hour ago.”
“You get any sleep?”
Grace nodded.
“You guys find any matches or a lighter or anything?” That’s when I realized I’d never awakened Murphy after my watch.  I’d never talked to Grace and Jazz when they finished searching the night before.  I didn’t remember going to sleep.  “Holy shit.”
Grace smiled weakly and nodded.  “Don’t worry about it.”
“I just realized,” I said, “I fell asleep.”
“I know.  Jazz and I took turns keeping watch.”
“Shit.”  I sat up straight and rubbed my face again.  I wanted to beat my fists on something.  I’d fallen asleep while it was my turn to stand watch.  I could have gotten all of us killed.
Grace put a hand on my leg.  “Don’t worry about it.  We had it covered.  You’re tired.  It happens.”
Yes.  Sure.  But dammit.  The cost of a mistake is all the blood in your veins and all the blood in your friends’ veins.  I couldn’t afford to fuck up.  Nobody could.  
“Don’t beat yourself up about it.”  Grace sat back against the wall and looked around the room.  “Or do.  If that’s your thing.”  She scanned across the wretched professors.  “It’s done.  It’s in the past.  We’re still alive.”
I looked at her.  She wasn't judging, just offering advice, I guess—advice that worked for her.  "Sorry.”  I got up on my feet and offered a hand to Grace.  She accepted the courtesy and stood up beside me.
A phlegm-choked cough came from down the hall.  I tensed and hefted my machete.
“Dr. Oaks,” said Grace.  “He went down there to use the restroom.”
“It was clear?” Dammit.  Another mistake.  I didn’t check the restrooms when we’d arrived.  I didn’t think to tell anyone to.  All the sleep deprivation and skipped meals were catching up with me.
“We checked them last night.”
“Thanks.”  I relaxed and looked back in the kitchen at the storeroom door.  “I’ll tell Murphy and Jazz.  Then let’s check that stockroom.  After that, we need to figure out what we’re going to do about meeting the helicopter.”  I discreetly pointed at the professors.  “And we need to decide what to do about them.”



Chapter 36
It turned out that the storeroom was empty of everything except a case of packing tape, enough boxes of napkins to overflow a pickup, cases of plastic straws, and disposable sporks.  No food.  No water.  But no Whites either.  The good with the bad.
When Grace and I came out of the storeroom, she walked down the length of the wall that held the refrigerator and freezer.  Four metal doors opened into the refrigerated section of the building, each wide enough to roll a pallet through.  Black tracks on the floor, ground into the concrete through years of traffic, showed the paths from each of the loading dock doors on the back of the building to the refrigerator doors and the stockroom.
“Here’s what I’m thinking,” she said as she came to a stop, looking one of the refrigerator doors up and down.  “It’s going to stink.”
"Yeah.”  I walked over and stopped behind her, but not too close, hoping the smell of the opening door would diffuse before reaching me.
"But I wonder if they stored bottled water and sodas in here.”  Grace looked at me hopefully.  "Makes sense, right? If this is the commissary for the dining halls on campus, then maybe the dining halls might not have the room to store bottled water on site.  And students would want it cold when they bought it, right?"
"Sure.”  Why not? It made sense, but a hundred other things could make sense too.  "Just open the door.  You don't need to sell me on it.  I need to bounce out of here pretty soon and go wait for the helicopter, but for the next ten minutes, I've got no plans."
“It’s not just the stink.”  Grace turned serious.  “Every door is a risk, right? The walk-in might be full of infected.”
She was right.  I stepped up to a spot on the floor where I could get a look inside before the door was fully open, right in the path of the tsunami of stink that was going to flow out, right where any White inside would come running by.  I raised my blade and looked at Grace.  “Open it just a little at first.  If I don’t see anything, then we’ll open it all the way.”
Grace put a hand on the handle and braced herself to pull the heavy door.  She paused.  “You know what?”
“I’ll know when you tell me.”
“That packing tape in the storeroom.”
“Yeah?” I had no idea where she was going with that.
“We can twist it into ropes.  Not good ropes, but functional enough to…you know…”  She looked over at the infected academics who were starting to spread out in the kitchen, some looking for scraps of food or something to drink.  “Good enough to restrain them before they start to turn.”
“That’s a good idea.”  I nodded at the door.  “Let’s get this done first.”
Grace braced herself again and pulled the handle.
Rotten fruit.  Rotten milk.  Mold.  For those of us who’d become connoisseurs of all the variations of rot, the smells weren’t too hard to distinguish.  No feces or urine smells.  That was good.  No feces meant no Whites.  And the smell was all I had to go on because I saw very little inside, just what the light coming in through the open door exposed.  Back in the depths of the walk-in refrigerator, I only saw pitch black.
Grace looked at me with a question on her face, ready to push the door shut.
I held up a hand for her to wait a moment.
I stepped up and peeked in.  No White was hiding just inside the door.  Good.  “Hey, anybody in here?”
Not a sound came from inside.  
“Hey.”  It was my personal protocol.  Ask them at least twice, maybe thrice.  “Anybody?”
Nothing.
“Sounds empty.”  Grace swung the door wide, freeing the stench and letting light inside.
We stood for a few moments, staring into the dark, both of us reluctant to venture in.
One of the nearby academics gagged.  I guess life sequestered in their research facility hadn’t forced them to develop a resistance to the overpowering stenches of the new world.  Oh well.  It was likely to be a short-lived problem for them.
“You ready?” Grace asked.
I motioned for her to go first.  “I’m a gentleman.”
At first, the floor was dry and mostly clear.  The walk-in had gotten little attention during the looting.  I guess the looters knew that they wouldn't be able to preserve anything taken that needed refrigeration.
The walk-in was pretty large, maybe half the size of a tennis court, with rows of shelves and lines painted on the floor to mark the spaces where pallets needed to be parked.  It was the pallets of dairy products and the pallets of vegetables that proved problematic.  The cartons of milk had rotted and burst.  The tomatoes had decayed and released fetid liquids into the boxes that held them.  The saturated boxes collapsed, leaving a pallet-sized, misshapen mound covered in blackish-green mold with a river of ooze flowing across the floor toward a drain.  The dairy pallets had formed their own stinking, slippery river.
Grace didn’t comment on the smell once we got inside.  She was all business, methodical, scanning the shelves, top to bottom, one by one, looking for anything that might have survived.  
I walked along a row of pallets, trying to read the labels on boxes in the dim light.  I came to one containing plastic-wrapped flats of plastic bottles, all clear except for the labeling.  Bottled water.  Literally a ton of it.  “There is a God.”



Chapter 37
We needed to divvy up again.  Some of us had to stay with the infected academics, some of us had to meet the helicopter.  Jazz wanted to stay.  Murphy wanted to stay with Jazz but was reluctant to remain with the professors.  He knew what was coming—we all did.  Nevertheless, there were no hunky-dory choices in our daily planner.  No surprise.
Jazz remained.  So, Murphy stayed.  The scientists got sicker.  Grace and I left the commissary kitchen before the morning got too late and before the dirty work started.  And it was going to start.
In the time between when I awoke and when Grace and I were preparing to leave, all but two of the formerly healthy professors had turned feverish.  Dr. Oaks was among them.  Another anti-surprise.  I figured some of them might turn before lunch.  Others before sundown.  For nearly all, the disease would run its course within the next forty-eight hours, and we'd be lucky if any of them survived.
Grace and I left the building and walked up the street into a brisk northerly wind.  I was armed with my machete and knife, of course, along with a couple of empty grocery bags over my shoulder.  Not a lot of Whites were out.  The weather was keeping them in.  It was not pleasant, even with attenuated sensations of pain.  By the time we were halfway to the pharmacy building, we started to jog, both to warm up and to get us out of the cold a little faster.
Just as we’d done the night before, we slipped behind the bushes and looked back out to see if any Whites were following.  We then made our way around the building and into the stairwell.  On the way to the top floor, we stopped on three to scrounge some blankets from one of the classrooms that until just a few days ago was being used as a barrack.  Grace grabbed a few pillows as well.  
When we reached the roof of the pharmacy building, we decided not to sit outside while waiting.  The wind was blowing too hard so high up, and we figured the chill would lead to hypothermia.  So, after dragging White bodies out of the way, we bundled on the landing at the top of the stairs just inside the door that opened to the roof.
All we needed to do then was wait and listen for the approaching helicopter.  That, and periodically check outside just in case the noise of the rotors got lost in the wind.
“What’s the plan then?” Grace asked as we each sat against a wall, looking at one another.
The nice thing about not being tied to others was that nobody expected you to share with them plans that you know weren’t going to work out.  But I wasn’t alone.  “I have some thoughts.”
“How about the helicopter?” she asked.  “What do we do when they get here? Obviously, we can't all go.  Or is that what you're thinking?"
I laughed—but not too loudly—and then peeked down the stairwell.  I hadn’t heard one of the doors open down below since we settled in.  Still, Whites could be sneaky when they wanted to be.  “Where would we go?” I asked.  “Back to Fort Hood? It’s not safe there either.”
“That’s what I’m asking.”
"We need to check in with Martin and Fritz,” I said.  "When the helicopter gets here, it'll come down to the roof, we'll hop on.  Martin can fly around campus or whatever while we talk.  My vote is that we have them drop us off at the drill field like they did yesterday with Murphy and me, hover for a bit after, and shoot as many Whites as are dumb enough to come see what all the noise is about."
“The field might be full of the infected feeding on the dead from yesterday,” said Grace.
“I don’t care,” I told her.  “Martin can drop us anywhere on campus.  Just so long as we don’t have to go too far to get back to the commissary.”
Grace pointed at my grocery bags.  “And those?”
“Guns.  Ammunition.  Grenades.”  I thought for a second whether I could figure a way to sneak Murphy’s M4 but knew I couldn’t conceal it.  “The Whites let us get away with carrying around these bags yesterday.”
“Then what?” she asked.
“Well these are just my ideas,” I said.  “I don’t know what everybody wants to do.  You know?”
She shook her head and looked at me like a slow high school student.  “Are you purposefully avoiding the responsibility or do you truly not get that everybody looks to you?”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“You act like you know what you’re doing.  You always have an answer.”  Grace’s face soured.  “That appeals to people.”
“I’m appealing?”
"No,” Grace told me.  "You're charismatic and self-centered, and you think you're always right.  You're no Abraham Lincoln if you think that's what I'm saying, but you're the best we've got at the moment."
My mouth opened up to retort, but I got lost between the compliment and the insult and came up with nothing.
“The point is, Zed, they’ll do whatever you tell them.  That’s it.”
“What about you? What about Fritz?”
“She shook her head.  Maybe after you get killed.  I’m probably the next choice.  I don’t mind being in charge.  I’m used to it.  I don’t have the kind of presence you have, though.”
"You mean I'm a two-year-old who demands everybody's attention and has to have things my way.  That's what you're saying, right?"
Grace shook her head.  "You can take it that way if you need to but I'd say you're more like twelve or thirteen.  That doesn't matter, though.  You keep getting yourself into bad situations, and you come out fine.  That means something to people."
I sighed and thought about sulking, but chose instead to open the door to check on the helicopter.
“What about after we get the guns and are dropped back off?” Grace asked.
“I think we tell Martin to fly back to Fort Hood and to come back in two days to pick us up.”
“As a first step,” said Grace, “that sounds good.  We’ll know by then how many of the professors make it.  You think that’s enough time?”
I nodded.  “Do you?”
“Maybe a few of the professors will make it,” said Grace, more to herself than to me.  “I’m with you so far.  Good decisions.”  
“Thanks.”
“There’s the petulance again,” Grace told me.  “Learn to take others’ opinions at face value, Zed.  You don’t need to wrap everything in sarcasm to keep your feelings protected.”
“Jesus, were you a psychologist too? Or do you like fucking with people.”
“I was a guidance counselor for a long time.  I’ve dealt with lots of kids with problems.  Some talented, most not.  Sorry if I sound too much like—”
“It doesn’t matter.”
“I’m trying to help,” said Grace.  “I’m on the team.  Let me help.  Or don’t, it’s up to you.”
“That’s not what I want.”  I heaved a dramatic sigh.  “I’m sorry.  I appreciate your input.  Half the time—hell most of the time—I’m just guessing and hoping things work out.  I don’t understand why I’m even alive.”
“It’s called intuition, Zed.  You’ve got good instincts for this life.  Learn to trust yourself.”
“I will.”
“You frowned when you said that.  Why?”
I looked down the stairs for no reason except to turn away.  "Maybe I do have good instincts for this life, but I don't know anymore if keeping all this up is worth it."
“What do you mean?”
“Running around, trying to do…whatever I’m trying to do half the time.  It seems like I keep running after a goal that keeps moving.”
“Chasing a carrot?” she asked.
“Yeah.”
“That’s just life,” she told me.  “It was like that before the virus.  It’s like that now.”
“But the stakes are different now.”
“Sure,” said Grace, “but what do we do if we don’t keep moving? What’s the alternative?”
“The next hope, I guess.”
“And what’s that?”
It took a minute for me to dredge through all the memories of all the bad choices and ugly images until I came to the last hopeful goal I’d believed in.  “I think we need to go to Balmorhea.”
Grace was puzzled.  “What’s there?”
I sat up straight and told her about Dalhover and Rachel and the others.  I told her why I thought it would be safe.  I told her I thought Murphy was hitting his limit.  He needed some downtime.
“What about you?” Grace asked.  “You and Murphy have been through the same things.  Are you at your limit? After we get to Balmorhea, are you going to stay?”
Damn, she was insightful.  “Sometimes I want to.”
“But?”
“I don’t know if I can.”  I looked uncomfortably down the empty stairs again, at the bodies of the Whites I’d killed the day before.  “I don’t know if I’m wired for happily ever after.  I don’t know if I can sit in the middle of nowhere tending my pecan orchard and watching sunsets for the rest of my life.”
“After all this,” Grace laughed, “that sounds pretty good to me.”
“Sometimes it sounds pretty good to me, too.”
Grace froze.
“What?” I had my machete and knife in hand.  I jumped to my feet, ready.
“I think I heard the helicopter.”
"Good.”  I opened the door, and we went outside to see Martin's Black Hawk coming toward us from the west.



Chapter 38
After I stepped out of the door to meet the helicopter that morning, I spent the next two days wondering if I'd somehow popped through a portal into a world where nearly everything went as expected—for better or worse—and the only surprises were innocuous.  It was safe, and it was boring.
It started with the helicopter’s arrival.  Martin piloted it down to the roof and picked up Grace and me.  We weren’t attacked.  The Black Hawk didn’t crash.  No Whites showed up, pushing us to board in a hazardous hurry.  Nobody shot anybody.  The only surprise—innocuous—had to do with the number of occupants in the helicopter when Grace and I got in: only Martin, Fritz, and Eve, the doctor who seemed to have an affinity for firearms, especially the machine gun mounted in the door behind Martin’s seat.  The other people we’d rescued the day before had opted to stay in Martin’s hideout at Fort Hood.  Safe and boring.
I explained the plan to Martin and his passengers—we’d infected the professors, we were going to babysit them for two days hoping a few survived, then Martin would come back with the Black Hawk and ferry us all out to Balmorhea for a deserved dose of happily ever after.  And maybe one day the professors would develop their vaccine.  Except for the part about exterminating the professors who turned into crazy Whites, it was a happy-ass plan.
Fritz and Eve were in.  Martin was enamored with the idea of a place where he'd not have to worry about running to save his life—maybe I'd oversold the positive qualities of Balmorhea.  Martin's only reservation was that once there, we were stuck, or, at least, the helicopter would be stuck.  After refueling at Fort Hood before the trip to pick us up, a hundred mile hop to College Station followed by a five-hundred-mile flight west across the wide part of Texas—or only part of the wide part—would leave the Black Hawk with enough fuel for only another hundred miles of flying.
We talked, not pointlessly, but near so, about loading one of the huge fuel trucks at Fort Hood with J8—the Black Hawk fuel—and driving it across Texas and keeping it in Balmorhea.  Then we'd be able to use the Black Hawk for whatever we needed.  That was a tempting idea, but it was something that needed to be done another day.  Maybe six months or a year in the future, after more of the Whites had cannibalized themselves or died of natural causes.  Then a fuel run to Fort Hood might work.
At the end of our discussion, Martin dropped Grace and me in a field not too far from the campus commissary.  Fritz and Eve spent an hour shooting nearby Whites and then the helicopter flew away once again.  
Later that day, after Grace and I returned to the commissary kitchen, Dr. Oaks awoke from his fever.  He was feeble but anxious to feed on warm flesh.  He was a brain-fried White.  Jazz killed him just like she'd killed other Whites, without emotion or hesitation.
Through the night and into the next day we killed them one by one when their fevers settled down to whatever their permanent temperature was going to be and they came out of their comas.  That was the expected outcome.  
The pleasant surprise was our plan to hole up in the commissary kitchen worked.  None of the naked horde ever attempted to enter the building.  Maybe the vast numbers of their dead all over campus kept their bellies full.  Maybe it was the cold weather keeping them indoors.  
An Indian grad student named Javendra awoke just before sundown on the second day.  Grace stayed close by his side, ready with her knife.  It was her turn to do the deed.  I squatted in front of him, getting his attention, urging him to say something intelligible.  To everyone’s pleasant surprise, he looked at me and said, “Dude, may I please have some water?” He wasn’t a Slow Burn like us, but he was a survivor with normal skin, and perhaps, a normal mind.
The last of them, a woman, couldn’t handle the fever and died in her sleep.  
Out of the forty-some professors, grad students, and assistants working on the vaccine, most had been slaughtered when the Whites breached their building.  Of the remaining dozen, one survived, and he wasn't a medical doctor.  He was a post-doc veterinary student who'd been doing work on anthrax before the virus hit.
After our brutal process to weed out the Whites, he was the residue on the bottom of the glass after the rest of our hope evaporated.
Better than nothing? Who’s to say? Time will tell.  We’ll see.  Fingers crossed.  Hope for the best.  
Yeah, that’s what it felt like.  Clichés to plug into the gaps where I wasn’t able to rationalize a way to feel good about the mess.  I decided to tell myself that every doctor, professor, and researcher had died and leave it at that.  Nothing against Javendra, he just didn’t inspire much confidence.  
If one day way out in desolate West Texas he finds a way—with no support, no equipment, no reference material, and no samples—to surprise everybody by suddenly revealing he'd bloomed as the Isaac Newton of virology and that he'd formulated the elusive vaccine, I'd be happily surprised then.
In the meantime, I’d settled for being happy we’d stayed safe for two straight days.
The next morning, the five of us—Grace, Jazz, Murphy, Javendra, and me—left the commissary and marched to the pharmacy building.  We let ourselves in the usual way and climbed the stairs to the roof where we waited just inside the door at the top of the stairwell.
I was thinking of Balmorhea, thinking it’d be nice to see gruff Dalhover again.  And as I tried to recall all the other names on the list of people I wanted to see, it occurred to me that everybody else I knew from back in the first few weeks of the outbreak was dead.



Chapter 39
When the helicopter descended, close enough to the roof for all of us to climb in, I was immediately pissed.  Martin was flying.  Fritz and Eve were on the door guns.  A few boxes of supplies were loaded in the rear, but the other passengers were missing.  Had I not been clear in my instructions? Did they not realize a trip back to Killeen might add enough miles to put us in jeopardy on the flight to Balmorhea?
Or was Killeen on our flight path? Maybe I was overreacting.  Events had been cruising along with no major surprises for two days.  Maybe I was already spoiled.  
As the Black Hawk ascended with all of us on board, I got on the intercom and asked, “Where is everybody?”
“Gone,” Martin answered flatly.
I was sitting in a jump seat facing forward beside Fritz, so I bumped him on the shoulder and asked, “What does that mean? Did they get killed?”
“Don’t know.”  Fritz gave me his attention now that we were high enough to be out of danger from Whites below.  “We couldn’t find them.”
“They were in Martin’s hideout, right?”
“Of course,” Martin told me.
“When we got back after seeing you two days ago,” said Fritz, “they were gone.”
“Whites didn’t get them?” I asked.  It was a universal cause for missing companions.
Fritz shook his head.  “Everything was in its place.  No blood on the floor.  No bodies.”
“Did they say anything when you left that day?” I was sure an answer had to be right there under the surface.
“Not a word,” answered Fritz.  “Nothing out of the ordinary.  We were as surprised as you.”
“Did you look for them?”
“Of course.”  It was Eve who answered.  She was getting irritated with my questioning.
“We looked,” Fritz told me, “for two days.”  He shook his head and shrugged.  “Either they ran off, or, I don’t know.  They’re just gone.”
More dead.
“Are there still a lot of the infected at Fort Hood?” I asked.
“Most of ‘em cleared out,” said Martin.  “Looked that way to me.”
Fritz confirmed.  “Plenty of them still around, but most of them disappeared along with our friends by the time we got back.”
I sat down and shook my head.  “That doesn’t make any sense.”
“Nope,” said Fritz.  “It frustrated us, too.  We’ve been dealing with this for two days.  We looked everywhere.  We flew over the base a few times.  Nothing.  Maybe they got tired of trying to save the world and decided to save themselves.”  He looked into the back, and his eyes settled on Javendra.  “Is he the only one who made it?”
“The odds weren’t in favor of even one surviving,” I told him.  “I guess we’re lucky.”
Fritz smiled grimly.  “Lucky.  Yeah.”
Martin cut in, “We done with that, then?”
“I suppose so.”  I didn’t have any more questions and apparently there weren’t any more answers.  In the end, it was curiosity driving my questions more than anything.  I had no attachment to the missing people.  I didn’t even know their names.  “What’s on your mind?”
“I had an idea about our fuel dilemma,” said Martin.
“What’s that?” I asked.
“San Angelo,” Martin went on.  “It’s a little over halfway to Balmorhea and a little out of the way.”
“How far out of the way?” I asked.  “And why are we talking about San Angelo?”
“It might add thirty or forty miles to the trip,” he said.  “Goodfellow Air Force Base is there.  If we stop, and things look safe, maybe we can top off our fuel tanks.  Then when we land at Balmorhea, we’ll have six hours of fuel left.  Plenty to use the helicopter if we need it.  Plenty to get back and forth to Goodfellow to fill up.”
Good news.  Not counting the missing three or all of the dead professors, the last few days had given us a long string of wins.  Maybe things were starting to go our way.  “Sounds good to me.”
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College Station disappeared behind us as Martin flew the Black Hawk to an altitude he felt comfortable cruising at.  Those of us who were naked sorted out our clothes and got dressed.  Mine and Murphy’s were on the helicopter from when we’d stripped down a few days ago.  The others got what Fritz and Eve guessed would fit, mostly military gear.  I had to admit, I was disappointed when Grace got dressed, and Jazz draped clothing over her collection of tattoos.
At first, everyone talked, sharing stories of the past few days, asking if we’d come across any other survivors of the attack on campus.  Of course, we hadn’t.  Everybody knew we hadn’t.  But sometimes words helped ease frayed emotions no matter what’s being talked about.  Eventually, the conversation died down, and everyone settled in for the trip, parked in their seats, heads bobbing every time the helicopter bounced through some turbulence, eyes closed, or staring at the passing landscape below.
I was in the staring club, watching the ground change as it moved past.  First, forests of oak and cedar, or tall pines.  Formerly cultivated fields—mostly brown, some bare with smatterings of weeds—patterned acres and acres between thin gray roads.  Little towns and farmhouses came into view and went past beneath us perhaps never to be seen from the air again.
When we neared I-35, the main north-south highway running up from San Antonio to Austin, to Dallas, and on to Oklahoma, the land below turned mostly to farms and field.  Whites moved around below, some in small groups, some in herds, but I didn’t spot any significant remnant of the naked horde.  That worried me.  
I didn’t see a single moving vehicle, not on the highways, not in the towns, and not on the country roads.  We saw plenty of destruction though, of course.  It was surprising how many houses and whole neighborhoods had burned.  Fire had blackened wide swaths of farmland as well, but all that barren ground was starting to turn green with native plants that thrived in Texas’ mild winters.
Eventually, most signs of civilization disappeared behind us, and though I saw thin roads, barns, and lonely houses, each seemingly miles from their neighbors.  The ground below turned hilly and rocky.  The pine forests didn’t grow so far west, and the number of oaks declined the farther we flew.  Only scrubby forests of cedar, huisache, and mesquite were left.
Murphy leaned close to me, and over the noise asked, “What are you thinking?”
“Nothing.  I’m just staring.”
“What are we gonna do if we get out to Balmorhea and nobody’s there?”
I looked at Murphy, thinking he was asking if I thought Rachel was alive.  “I’m sure she’s fine.”  
Murphy shook his head and turned to look at the ground slowly passing below.  “There’s a smart person word for that.”  
“What?”
“I’m not a kid whose goldfish died,” he told me.  
He was right.  I’d been trying too hard to wrap an ugly possibility in syrupy sweetness.  “Sorry.”
Murphy raised a single finger.  “Maybe they made it to Balmorhea, and they’re all fine.”  He raised a second finger.  “They made it, but now they’re dead.”  He raised a third finger.  “Or we get there and find out they never made it.  No sign of ‘em.”
I didn’t say anything, not sure where Murphy was going.
Murphy stared out the window as he said, “Seems to me the most unlikely situation is them being there and being alive.”
I opened my mouth to disagree, but Murphy raised a big palm to hush me.
“Don’t.”  He drilled me with a hard stare.  “We’ve been through too much together.  Okay?”
I searched around for the right way to voice my thoughts.  It took a minute, but it all distilled down to me confronting a truth I’d been avoiding.  They were probably all dead.  “Back when they left to go out there, I truly thought it was the safest thing and I—”
“I know,” said Murphy.  “I thought the same thing, they’d get there.  They might have some trouble along the way, but they were driving armored Humvees with Fifties mounted on the roofs.  They had a ton of supplies in that trailer.”  Murphy pointed a finger across the landscape below us.  “All they needed to do was get out of town.  Hell from where they left, there wasn’t a whole lot of town to get out of, just mansions on hills and condos by the lake.  Once they got out this way,” Murphy looked down for emphasis, “there’s just not a lot out here.  Trees.  Hills.  Dirt.  But not a lot of people to turn into Whites.  They could have made it.  They should have made it.”
“But,” I said.
“But.”  Murphy nodded, stopped, and nodded again.  “But you see how things go.  Everybody’s plans go to shit.  Everybody dies.”
“Not everybody.”
“Everybody.”
“We’re still alive.”  I thumbed at the others in the helicopter.  “Jazz.  Grace.  Fritz.  Eve.  Hell, even Martin is still alive, and he couldn’t outrun a legless frog.”
Shaking his head and looking disappointed, Murphy said, “Maybe we’re the all-stars of the apocalypse.  Maybe we’re the best.”  He looked over his shoulder at the others.  “Maybe we were all cut out for this shit from the get-go.  We never fit into the old life.  It wasn’t until the virus ruined the world that we turned spectacular.”
“And?” I asked.  “Where are you going with this?”
“Maybe everybody else dies because they’re not like us.  Maybe regular people who fit in well with the way things used to be all died.  Most of ‘em, anyway.  And the rest of ‘em,” Murphy hung his head and looked down at the ground, “they’re just not dead yet.”
“I disagree.”  At least, I mostly did.  I did believe that Murphy and me were made to order for the way the world was now.  I just didn’t believe everybody needed a special talent to survive, though I may have made the argument in the past.
“Either talent or luck,” said Murphy.  “And I don’t like to think it’s all luck.  Because that means we can’t do anything about it.”
“Fine.”  I sat up straight.  “Say you’re right, then you have to believe that Dalhover and Rachel are both talented.  You know what they’ve been through.  A lot of the same stuff we have.  And some worse shit, too.  You can’t argue with that.”
“Maybe.”  Murphy sighed.  “It still doesn’t answer the question—what are we going to do if we get to Balmorhea, and they’re not there, or they’re dead?”
“And that’s the real question isn’t it?”
Murphy nodded.
I wished I could help Murphy find his missing optimism.  He was a lot easier to be around when he was positive.  I didn’t linger on the thought long enough to apply it to myself.  Thoughts for another day, is what those were.  “If we get to Balmorhea, and it isn’t what we hoped for, we’ll go on to the next place.”
“When?”
“When we’re ready.”
“Where?” Murphy asked.  
I shrugged.  “Wherever we find food, water, and Whites to kill.”  Those words just slipped out.  Whites to kill? Was that really it? Was it a Freudian slip, my truest goal coming to the surface, unmasking itself?
“I think we need to plan ahead.”
“Okay,” I said.  “What do you have in mind?”
“I think we need to go north.  Way up in the mountains.  Not Colorado.  Not even Montana.  Up in Canada where it gets cold as hell in the winter and the snow stays for six months.”
I grimaced.  “Sounds like heaven.”
“In its way, probably no worse than Balmorhea.”
I laughed.  Southwest Texas was dry and desolate.  “Why Canada?”
“These Whites don’t have any sense.  They’ve got to be getting trapped out in the snow up there and dying.  They have to be.  They’re people just like us.  They’ve got to be freezing to death this winter.”
“Going up there in the winter with no supplies and no warm place to stay might be just as dangerous for us.”  I looked at Murphy, hoping for some agreement on that point.  “If you’re convinced on this idea, maybe we head north in the spring and try to find a place this summer.  That’ll give us a chance to stock up on food and enough wood for a fire to keep us warm before the snows come again next winter.”
Murphy nodded, seemingly satisfied to be taking a role in planning our future.  “For the rest of the winter, I think we need to do what Martin suggested.”
“Which is?” I asked.
“If there’s nobody in Balmorhea, I say we let him fly all of us to an oil rig in the Gulf.  Find one that’s deserted and ride out the rest of the winter there, safe as can be.”
“As long as it’s just for a few months,” I told him.  “As great as that idea seems, I think it’s a death warrant.  All you’ve got to do is lose your helicopter in a storm, or your boat if you’ve got one, and then you’re stranded on a steel island with no fresh water and no way to grow food.  You’ll starve to death or die of thirst.  It’s inevitable.”
“I’d go nuts being on a rig too long anyway,” Murphy told me.  “I need more room.  Know what I mean?”
“I do.”  I put a hand on Murphy’s shoulder and lied.  “Let’s not write off Dalhover and Rachel just yet.  I’m sure they’re out there in Balmorhea and they’re okay.”
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We’d been noticeably descending for a short while when Martin announced San Angelo was just ahead and we’d be on the ground at Goodfellow Air Force Base in ten minutes.  Unless the place was swarming with infected.
I looked out as Martin took the Black Hawk into a wide turn, well away from the runways.  His plan for safe landings back at Fort Hood, he’d told us, was to fly one wide circle to make sure the landing spot was safe and then to rush in at a steep angle, get the wheels on the ground, and kill the engines.  The tricky part, he told us, was to stay far enough away so as not to draw the infected to the landing zone, but not so far that he failed to see Whites that were lurking near where he wanted to touch down.
All of us kept a sharp eye out the window for Whites.  
The base lay at the southeast edge of town, and most of what lay past its southern and eastern fences were empty brown fields that stretched for miles.  A river cut through the southeast corner of San Angelo, separating the base and a few neighborhoods from the rest of the city.  That seemed like a good thing to me.  Though San Angelo wasn’t large, it had a population of maybe ninety thousand before the virus hit.  The river was a natural barrier that hopefully kept most of the Whites corralled in the center of San Angelo, well away from the base.
The base itself was small—two runways that crisscrossed forming an X surrounded on three sides by brown grass.  On the northern side of the X, between the runways, some hangars had been situated for maintaining and storing aircraft.  Most of that area was paved over and scattered with a few dozen aircraft—old and new planes and helicopters in no apparent order.  The western third of the base was covered with buildings.
I didn’t see a single White moving inside the base’s fence.  I did see the charred remains of a large plane in the center of a black smudge laid over the end of one runway and a single coyote, loping along without any interest in the noisy helicopter overhead.
Martin came over the intercom.  “I’m going to try and set it down by that big petroleum tank up on the north side.  
Murphy spotted it before me and pointed it out.
As the helicopter rushed toward the ground for its landing, Murphy pointed again and ran his finger along a line that followed a wide roadway running across the northern edge of the base.  “Look.”
I looked, didn’t see anything of interest, and shrugged.
He leaned in close.  “The fence.  It’s not down.  That’s good.”
I looked.  He was right.  A tall chain-link fence surrounded the base.  That meant the only Whites we had to worry about were the ones who’d been on the base the whole time and had managed to stay alive.  Maybe a few hundred at most.  Purely a guess but with the machine guns mounted on both sides of the helicopter and a good supply of ammunition onboard, a few hundred Whites would not be a problem.
Martin told us, “Hold on.”  
I didn’t, but should have.  The ground rushed up so quickly I thought that we were crashing.  My stomach felt light, and my feet tingled.  Martin swung the Black Hawk into an unexpected tight turn just after passing over a tall petroleum tank, dropped the final feet and slowed just before the helicopter sank gently down to the tarmac.
The wheels settled on the concrete and the rotors still spun noisily, blowing away every bit of loose debris nearby.  I noticed Martin didn’t cut the engine.
Murphy jumped out, as did Fritz and Jazz.  They were in charge of gassing us back up.  The trio ran toward one of the squat buildings adjacent to the fuel tank.  
Eve stayed on her gun, and I took Fritz’s seat because nobody else seemed eager to fill the vacancy.  Javendra sat where he’d been since we left College Station, looking outside, worry on his face.  Grace got out and stood nearby, scanning for movement.
We’d been on the ground for maybe two minutes.  We hadn’t yet pumped a drop of fuel into our tanks.  I was looking at the rotors spinning when I also noticed Grace tense and point.
I looked past the other helicopters on the ground between us and the hangars sitting nearer the intersection of the two runways.  Then it occurred to me what might have Grace concerned.  The helicopters I’d looked past bore no Air Force markings.  They were Army Black Hawks remarkably similar to ours.
Grace shouted at the others.  She was agitated about something.
Eve was swiveling her machine gun to point it past Grace.  
Uh, oh.
I’d missed something.  I looked again at the helicopters and then noticed movement on the other side.
Soldiers were running toward us.
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Confusion.
The Army at an Air Force Base? Why not? The world had changed.
What would they do with Grace, Jazz, Murphy, and me? We were Whites.
I looked out the other side of the helicopter.  Maybe it was better not to stay and find out.  
Grace jumped into the Black Hawk and shouted, “We need to go!”  She bounded out the other side, yelling at Murphy, Jazz, and Fritz.
Seconds later, Martin shouted from the pilot's seat, "Survivor Army! That's them!"
I turned and took a hard look at the running men who'd crossed half the distance to us from the buildings.  They were armed.  They were sloppy, partially uniformed, and they were pointing their rifles at us.  "Oh, shit.”  I leaped to the other side of the helicopter, pointed through the window past the barrel of Eve's machine gun, and yelled, "Shoot or they'll kill us!"
Our helicopter’s engines blasted louder, and the sound of the spinning blades changed.  
Eve pulled the trigger as she swept the end of the barrel across the line of running soldiers.  Some dropped, some ran away, others fired back.
Grace had a rifle in hand by then and was shooting.  Fritz and Murphy dropped their hose and were running toward us.  I grabbed an M4 and started firing, not in hopes of hitting anything, but hoping the sound of rifle fire and bullets in the air would keep the Survivor Army thugs at bay until we could get airborne.
The helicopter’s metal skin pinged with bullet strikes.  
The blades started to spin in earnest, and I felt the helicopter come off the ground, taking its weight on the rotors.
Men were climbing into the helicopters across the tarmac.  Guns were firing everywhere.
Murphy, Jazz, and Fritz jumped in through the open door, as did Grace.  Eve yelled at Martin that we were all in, and Martin yelled into the intercom, "Hold on!"
The Black Hawk jumped into the air, shooting thirty or forty feet straight up in the span of a second or two, then it lurched and bucked.  Something had just gone terribly wrong.
The helicopter started to spin in a slow circle, and it angled and drifted away from the hangars, still gaining altitude, but slowly.
Knowing I was the wrong man on the machine gun, I tumbled out of the seat behind the gun, trying to keep my balance by grabbing onto anything attached to the floor, walls, or ceiling.  Fritz climbed over me, to get back behind his machine gun.  Somebody was yelling at everyone to get strapped in.  Javendra was scared out of his mind and trying to wrap himself in the smallest ball possible.  Good thing for him, he’d never unstrapped himself when we sat down.  Grace and Murphy got themselves into their seats, as did I.
Jazz was on the floor, on her belly, locking her legs around the seat legs and trying to aim a weapon.  
The helicopter lurched again, and I banged my head hard enough to knock me senseless for a moment.
We passed over the highway, maybe a hundred feet off the ground, rising, and spinning slowly out of control.
Out above the tarmac, I saw other helicopters in the air, and I saw yellow fire from weapons.  I braced myself and pointed an M4 and fired, depending on nothing but luck for hitting a target.
Eve and Fritz were firing the machine guns in turn as their side of the helicopter came around to face the Survivor Army assholes.  Martin urgently shouted words nobody understood in a tone that needed no words to let us all know we were in trouble.  That’s when I knew we were going to crash.
Tracer fire streaked the blue sky around us.
I spied a helicopter through an open door, and I fired.  It spun out of view, and I saw another.
In one moment I saw neighborhoods and shopping centers below us as our Black Hawk leaned.  In the next, I saw blue sky.  Whenever a helicopter came across my view, I pulled the trigger.  And they were getting closer each time I saw them.
One of the helicopters started to spew black smoke and spun out of control, and for half a second, I felt hope.  Then our Black Hawk erupted in sparks and pings followed immediately by a drop.  For a second, I was weightless, free-falling inside the crew compartment, lucky to be strapped to a seat, and then our helicopter stopped falling, and the press of the seat against my back pushed all the air out of my lungs.  Everybody was screaming, or cursing, or shouting, but firing when they could.
Our helicopter heaved sharply to one side, and down below us another helicopter was flying past.  I watched as a string of tracers flowed into the engines.  The helicopter burst into a ball of flame, black smoke, and spinning parts.  A pressure wave punched me as hard as a fist and a rush of heat singed past me.
Martin was screaming into the intercom again.  We were going down.  We were definitely going down.
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We were still spinning and sinking closer and closer to the ground.
Other helicopters were in the air, one at a distance close enough that tracers sprayed through the air, going wild in our general direction.  But he was too far to hit us except by luck.  Two other helicopters were black dots against the blue sky back toward the base.
I realized then we’d come several miles though it seemed like we’d only been in the air for a few seconds.
Whites were in the street below.
Fritz still fired.  Eve was losing the contents of her stomach.  Everyone else was holding on, screaming, or praying.
The helicopter hit something solid, bounced and skidded, grinding and spinning as gravel flew into the air all around us.  I spotted a glimpse of a wall and a half spin later the helicopter smashed into the bricks, cockpit first.
We were down.  We’d stopped.  We were alive.  The rotor was tearing itself apart above us and flying away in pieces.  Smoke enveloped us as if catching up now that we’d stopped moving.
One of our engines was still running through a metallic grinding that squealed to a deafening screech.  Our peril was not yet over.
I unstrapped myself and jumped to my feet, lost my balance, and fell out.
It took a second for me to realize we’d crashed on the roof of a building.  The helicopter cockpit had rammed into the wall of a tier of the building that stood one story higher than the one we were on.
Dust and smoke were in a swirling cloud all around, obscuring everything.  Our engine was still shrieking.
I jumped back to my feet as Jazz tumbled out of the helicopter, bleeding from scrapes and cuts.  She fell to the ground, and I was at her side immediately.  "You okay?"
She nodded as blood flowed out of her mouth onto the flat roof we were standing on.
“Where’s your gun?”
She shook her head.
I looked into the helicopter.  
Murphy was out the other side, Grace was climbing out behind him.  Javendra was crawling out, scrambling for solid ground.  I looked toward the cockpit and saw Fritz leaning in.  I caught his eye.  "Get Martin."
Fritz shook his head.
Damn.
I picked a rifle up off the floor and tossed it out.  Boxes of ammunition, hand grenades, and canned food were scattered everywhere.  I dug through and found another rifle.  "Eve?” I called.
Fritz said, “I’ve got her.”
Something inside the engine shattered and a grinding shriek of tearing steel followed.  
I ducked and covered my head.  Instinct.  If the engine blew apart, a pair of bony hands over my skull weren’t likely to save me.
I found Jazz’s bow and tossed it out.
Fritz had Eve were piling out Murphy’s side of the aircraft.
I jumped away from the helicopter and glanced at the wall we’d smashed into—solid brick, no windows.  I looked at Murphy through the helicopter’s open door and yelled, “You got a door on that side?”
He couldn’t hear me.  He was busy getting everyone over there away from the helicopter.  I realized I should be doing the same.
I turned back to Jazz who'd just picked up her bow and stood.  I grabbed some rifles under one arm and grabbed her by the arm and started guiding her away.  "You okay?” I asked as we ran.  She had so much blood on her face I couldn't tell.
“Yes.”  Blood spattered out with her response.
Machine gun fire started raining down from above as a helicopter neared our crash site.  The dust and smoke that had been concealing us was starting to thin.  We needed to get inside before the assholes had a clear view of us.
Jazz and I rounded the tail rotor, giving it a wide berth, and ran to the farthest corner of the roof, as I looked over the tops of the rooftop air conditioning units for the rest of the group.  Through the smoke, I spotted them—all bloody, all running, Javendra with a limp.  They were headed for a door hanging partially open, showing darkness inside.
I bet myself the room or stairs inside were full of Whites, but it didn't matter.
“C’mon, Jazz.”  I pulled her and hoped she’d stay on her feet.
I saw the others get to the door well ahead of me.  In all the noise, I couldn’t hear whether shots were fired or whether people were screaming.  Everyone was swallowed by the dark inside and just disappeared.
When Jazz and I got to the door, we didn't slow, we tumbled into the stairwell as bullets raked the brick wall and steel door behind us.  We all but fell down the first flight of stairs to come to a stop at the first landing, the place where everyone else had paused to catch their breath and assess their wounds.
Once Murphy looked Jazz and me up and down, and determined we were strong enough to keep going, he pointed down the stairs, bounded halfway down the next flight, and told all of us, "We need to move."
More bullets hitting the wall outside underscored just how right he was.  
"Grab the rail,” I instructed, doing the same as I started down the steps on the next flight of stairs.  I stopped and waved everyone to hurry past.
I looked down into the stairwell and saw that the dim shadows turned black on the lower floors.  To Murphy, I said, “Take ‘em down one flight and we’ll get away from this side of the building.”
Murphy, with a rifle at his shoulder, aimed it downstairs and led at a cautious pace.
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We exited the dark stairwell into a dimly lit hall on what turned out to be the second floor of a hospital.  It looked and smelled like a storehouse for corpses, one central place for them all to rot.  The walls were lined with bodies lying or sitting where they’d died, decomposing, flesh slowly collapsing over their skeletons, fluids running across the floor.  Few looked to have been scavenged by anything except the rats, flies, and roaches.  The cockroaches skittered everywhere I looked.  Fly buzz filled my ears as they clouded the air in the hall.  The rats, fat and malicious, staked out their claims to the decaying meat beneath their feet.
Eve wretched.  Jazz and Fritz did too.  
It wasn't the best place to pause and take stock, but I needed to know where we stood before we moved on.  We were all scraped and bruised.  I asked, "Anyone hurt too bad to run? Broken bones?” I tapped my head.  "Concussions? Anything like that?"
Graced stepped up to Jazz and started checking her, looking into her mouth and examining the blood on her face to find the wound.  Eve checked Fritz.
“Quick,” I told them.
Everyone went through whatever they figured was enough of an evaluation to see they were in full working order.  I took one of the two rifles I’d been carrying and handed it to Eve.  I gave the other to Fritz.  That left only Javendra unarmed and he seemed okay with that until I put the extra pistol in his hand.  “You might need this.  But by God, don’t shoot unless one of us shoots first.  Got it?”
Javendra, wide-eyed and frightened, nodded as his teeth started to chatter.
“Adrenaline.”  I reached out and turned his face to make him look right at me, to assure him I knew what I was talking about.  I was hoping I was, too.  Mostly I was hoping he wasn’t a raving coward.  Cowards make bad choices.  Bad choices get people killed.  I turned to Murphy.  “You wanna lead?”
“You’re the man with the mojo.”  Murphy stepped between some corpses to get close to a wall so everyone could pass through the narrow floor space between the bodies in the center of the hall floor.  “I’ll take up the rear.”
No time to argue.  I headed down the hall with my machete in one hand, and my knife in a sheath on my hip beside a pistol I was now carrying there.  I was ready to do some killing.  But mostly I needed to get everyone away from the hospital as quickly as possible.  Every hungry White in San Angelo would be descending on us.  More helicopter assholes were probably on their way from the Air Force base.  
I started jogging, looking back to make sure everyone was coming, and to make sure everyone was matching the pace.  At the end of the hall, I rounded a corner, careful with my feet in the slippery mess between the bodies.  In a nice surprise, a long catwalk branched out of the corner of the building to stretch catty-corner across the intersection below, toward what looked like an older, taller hospital building.
I had a flash of a memory of a similar walkway between the buildings back when I was trying to get Steph, Dalhover, and all the others out of Brackenridge hospital, but I had no time to dwell on that.  
I called over my shoulder, "We need to get across here as fast as possible.”  Made sense to me.  If I were in one of the helicopters overhead, it wouldn't take me long to decide to spray the walkway with bullets, just in case.
I sprinted.
At the far end, I rounded a corner as I was slowing down and looking back.  I should have been looking where I was going instead.  I bumped into a pair of Whites who'd been running to access that end of the catwalk.  We all fell onto the decaying corpses that lined the walls.  I rolled as I fell, trying to keep my body moving forward.  I'd need to get back to my feet in a second or two, and I didn't want to be trying to do that within the grasp of a crazed cannibal.
Two shots thundered in the hall.  Two more followed right after, ringing my ears.
I looked up to see Fritz with his rifle against his shoulder, looking down the barrel at the Whites who were motionless on the floor.  Just then, an explosion rumbled up the length of the catwalk, rattling all the windows and vibrating through the floor.
Fritz looked at me.  “What the fuck?”
“The helicopter?” I asked.  
“Had to be.”
I was up and looking back into the catwalk as everyone stumbled into the hall around us, shaken but still on their feet.
So far so good.  
But the hairy part was yet to come.  Every second that passed gave the Whites in town more time to trap us in the building.  The longer we stayed in the connected buildings, the less time we’d have to escape out the other side without the nosy eyes of a bunch of helicopter assholes watching us go.  Because if they saw us come into the street, they only had to hover over us to make sure every White in San Angelo knew where we were.
It was time to run again—not jog, but run.  I led everyone through a hall that ran the length of the building, dodging decaying bodies, rubbish, and enormous rats.
At the end of the hall, we raced down a stairwell with windows to the outside, bringing in plenty of light for us to avoid the dead who lay on the landings and the steps.  At the bottom, I pushed an exit door open and peeked.  The door opened to a parking lot jammed solid with abandoned cars next to a street that didn’t look much different.  Across the street, I spied a tall, white steeple on a red brick church at the corner of a complex of buildings the same color.
“Anything?” Fritz asked from right behind me.
I shook my head as I scanned the blue sky.  I heard the helicopters.  They were up there even though I couldn't see them.  I turned to face everyone crowded at the bottom of the stairs.  "It's a maze of cars.  I didn't see any Whites, but you can bet your ass they're out there.  We're going to sneak through.  Keep down.  Go as fast as you can.  Stick together.”  I looked at Fritz, at Eve, and then at Javendra.  "For those of us handicapped with normal skin color, stay behind the rest of us if we come across any Whites.”  I focused on Javendra.  He was nervous, and I didn't trust him not to fuck up.  "And don't shoot unless somebody else does."
“You told me before,” he muttered.
“Because it’s fuckin’ important,” Murphy said with a fake grin before slapping Javendra on the back.  “Be cool.  Pay attention.  And we’ll all live through this.  Okay?”
Leaving the Javendra problem to Murphy, I leaned out the door, scanned what I could see of the sky, and figured it was time.  I jogged out, looking back and forth as I headed for a spot between two tall pickups.  The others followed.
I spotted a White almost immediately.  She was working her way through the maze of cars, trying to find the source of the noise the helicopters were making.  She’d just come around the front of one of the trucks as I was coming into the gap between them, and suddenly, we were face to face.
She froze, surprised to see me, slow to react.
I wasn’t slow.  I had my machete up, ready to do its bloody work, and I brought it down and across, slashing at her throat.
Her arm came up to block my blade, but only after the machete had cut through her neck and banged against the fender of the truck to my left.
She collapsed, grasping at my flesh and struggling to catch a breath through all the blood flowing down her windpipe.  She was going to die, one more to add to the mounds of corpses in my wake.  I stepped over her and moved on.  
Other Whites were in the parking lot but not as many as I expected.  I saw them through the dirty windows of cars that separated us.  Mostly they didn’t give me more than a glance.  The helicopters were so much more tempting than a skinny bald White carrying a bloody machete.
We made it through the parking lot and crossed the street and then wove our way between closely jammed cars on the sidewalk and narrow lawn in front of the church.  Once through those, I bounded up a handful of steps and crossed a portico to a pair of double doors, painted white and streaked with smears of dry blood.  They sat ajar, a clear invitation for us to come on in.
We passed through a foyer and another set of doors into the chapel.  Far at the other end of the oblong room, a lectern stood in front of a baptismal pool with a giant cross on the wall above.  Row after row of pews was filled with the dead lying on the benches, laying on one another, some seated but bent over.  Others were on the floor.  Among them were some dogs, feeding on the carrion, more rats, and thick clouds of flies.
“What the fuck?” Murphy asked, talking more to himself than the rest of us all standing there with feet momentarily glued in place.  
Nobody answered.
None of us had an answer to give.  San Angelo was different than the other places we'd been.  In all those places, the Whites had gnawed the corpses down to the bone, and they'd killed the dogs and the cats in their need to feed.  And it had occurred over the whole of the cities and towns we'd visited.  It had happened so fast that no hospital, no overflow church across the street had become overwhelmed with so many dying patients.
More to worry about later.
"C'mon,” I told them and jogged down the center of the chapel, past the pews.  When I reached the front of the church, I didn't pause at the lectern, I turned left toward the door in the corner.  Once there, I cautiously opened it, found a nearly empty room beyond, empty of the living, that is.  A few bodies were rotting inside.  A door on the other side of the room looked like the way to go.
Minutes later, after we’d passed through a building attached to the church, we were out the back and running through another packed parking lot, seeing disinterested Whites by the handful but certainly not by the hundreds.  Behind us by a few blocks now, four helicopters were circling the hospital building we’d crashed on.  Another Black Hawk was flying in from the Air Force base.  No one was shooting.
We crossed another street and ran down a narrow alley, passing dumpsters and grease barrels behind restaurants that faced the street on the other side.  Still, we weren’t seeing many Whites.  The ones we did see at a distance didn’t howl, they didn’t chase, and they certainly didn’t attack.  
I decided to push our transient luck and follow the alley through two more blocks before Fritz tapped me on the shoulder to get my attention.  I stopped by a dirty brick wall where the dumpsters on both sides would keep us from view of anyone passing by on the roads at both ends of the alley.  Fritz pointed up at a sign on a door we'd just passed.  The building was a bar.  He said, "We're far enough away.  Maybe we should hide."
I looked up at a narrow slit of blue sky I could see between the buildings on both sides of the alley.  "We're not far enough from the hospital."
Grace stepped close.  Panting, she put a hand on my shoulder.  “We’re far enough.  They’re not going to search door-to-door for us.”
“No,” Fritz agreed.  “They can’t have that kind of manpower.  They’ll fly overhead like they did back in Austin.  That’s all.  We’re better off inside, hiding, than outside where we risk being spotted when they conclude we’re not all dead in the helicopter crash.”
I glanced at the sky again, remembering our run through Austin after Murphy and me had helped Fritz and his friends escape from the Survivor Army.  The Whites that night had been more dangerous to us than the helicopters and the Humvees.  I climbed a few greasy steps and put a hand on the knob on the tavern’s back door.  I glanced at the others for any objections.  None.
I opened it.



Chapter 45
There wasn’t much to it, the same retro shit you see in every warehouse-district bar in every town—worn old brick on a wall or two, a ninety-year-old wooden floor covered in character-enhancing scars and varnish, an old-style stamped-tin ceiling that was probably plastic tiles with a faux patina.  The genuine part of the bar was the stink of cigarette smoke and the smell of piss coming from the restrooms.  No decay, though.  No bodies were rotting away inside.  That made the bar primo property for short-term guests like me and my friends.
“Somebody needs to go to the front and keep watch.”  I pointed at the big windows that faced the street.  “Maybe turn over some tables to hide behind so you won’t be noticeable.”
Eve said, “I’ll take guard duty.”
“I’m with her.”  Fritz followed her toward the front.  
Murphy took Jazz, and they went through a swinging door into what had to be the kitchen.
Grace went around behind the bar, and Javendra said, "I feel useless.  Should I do something?"
I looked him up and down, standing, doing nothing, not knowing the first thing about staying alive in the world as it was.  He was a fumbling liability no matter how valuable he might be in finding a vaccine.  “Just watch what we do.”  I nodded my head toward Grace.  “We’ve got some experience at things you need to learn.”
Fritz called over from where he was by the front windows.  “Don’t listen to him, Javendra.”
I turned to Fritz, a little offended.  “What?”
“You’re talking down to him.”  Fritz walked back toward us.  He looked at Javendra.  “Zed’s a good guy.  He knows what he’s doing, but he gets stuck in dick mode.”
“What?” Didn’t I just save your ass? Again?
Fritz put a hand on my shoulder, and his salesman smile made everything seem okay.  "Look, man, you've got to understand, this is a big change for Javendra.  He's been living the good life—the safe life—inside the veterinary science building.
“I know that,” I said.  “I want to keep him alive.  We went to a lot of trouble for his sake.”  In truth, it was for my sake and for everyone else’s.  A small part of me believed there was still hope that Javendra, last of the scientists, would be able to come up with a vaccination to protect humanity’s future children from the virus.  But to do that alone, with the jack-shit equipment he was likely to have out in Balmorhea, he’d have to be a fucking genius.  Otherwise, I’d wasted my time and risked my life for pretty much nothing.  I looked at Javendra.  “You wouldn’t happen to be a fucking genius, would you?”
Javendra stuttered through a response that came out sounding like babbled noise.
Fritz put an arm over Javendra’s shoulder and guided him away.  “If you’re going to learn from somebody, it’s better you learn from me or Eve.  We’re not infected.  We don’t have white skin.”
“Isn’t that a little bit racist?” I asked them as they walked away.
Fritz turned to look at me, laughing.  "Jesus, Zed.  All I'm saying is you can walk out there, and the Whites won't mess with you.  Me, Eve, Javendra, we can't.  The rules are different for us.  We still look like normal people used to look."
Javendra stepped back over to me, his hand extended.  “Thank you.”
I shook his hand.  “Don’t worry about it.”
He looked at Grace.  "Thank you, too.”  He called to the back where Murphy and Jazz were in the kitchen, "Thank—"
I shushed him with a harsh look and a raised hand.  “Don’t call out.”  I pointed outside.  “The Whites will hear you.  Like I said, don’t do anything you don’t see someone else do first.”
Javendra shrank and turned to walk to the front of the pub.
Fritz said to me, “He’s a smart guy.  He’ll be fine.  He just needs some time.”
“Yeah.”  I scooted out a stool and sat down at the bar.
“What can I get you?” asked Grace from behind the bar.  “Doesn’t look like the place was ransacked.”
“How’s that possible?” I peered over the bar.  “Fritz, why don’t you grab a seat and let’s figure out what we’re doing next.”
Grace put a beer bottle down in front of me and popped the top open.
Fritz looked at it and told Grace, “Same for me.”
She put a bottle down for him and opened one for herself.
I drank.  The temperature didn’t matter.  It tasted like food.
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Murphy and Jazz bounced out of the kitchen with grins, paper towels, and a gallon-sized can of cheese sauce.
Murphy dropped the can on the bar and pushed it hard enough to slide down the smooth surface until it came to a stop in front of Fritz, Grace, and me.  The viscous cheese sauce inside flowed up into a wave but settled back into the can before spilling over the edge.
Jazz placed a good-sized cardboard box in front of us and quickly opened it up, exposing a plastic bag full of tortilla chips.  As an apology, she said, "They're stale."
We all reached in.  Nobody cared about the loss of crunch or the slightly rancid taste.
Murphy came around behind the bar and opened a jar of sliced jalapeños he’d also found in the kitchen.  He sat a few more bottles on the counter.  Grace pulled some plates out from beneath the bar and spread them out for us.
“Hey you guys,” Murphy called, not too loudly, to Javendra and Eve.  “We got nachos.”
I stuffed my mouth with chips and yellow cheese-like goo while I picked up one of the bottles Murphy had placed on the counter with a label that read, IRN-BRU.  I looked up at him and asked, “What’s this?”
Murphy took the cap off the other bottle.  "Man, I loved these when I was in Scotland."
“Scotland?” I asked.  “When were you in Scotland?”
"You say that like it's a big surprise,” said Murphy.  "Why wouldn't I go to Scotland if I wanted to?"
I started, “I just never thought—”
Fritz laughed and elbowed me.  “Pissing off everybody, aren’t you?”
“Whatever.”  Murphy put the open bottle down in front of me.  “Try it.”
I picked it up, sniffed it, and examined the liquid through the clear plastic.  “Looks like rust juice.  Did it go bad?”
“Man,” said Murphy, as he opened the other bottle, “just try it.”  He took a long drink from his bottle.
I tentatively put it to my lips.
“Try it,” he persisted.
I rolled my eyes and took a drink.
“Well?”
“It’s okay.”
Murphy shook his head.
Grace reached over.  “You mind?”
I handed her the bottle.  She drank and seemed to like it.  “Not bad.”
Fritz reached out.  “I’ll give it a shot.”
She passed the bottle to him.
“See?” Murphy taunted me.  “Everybody likes it but you.”
Fritz drank and smiled.  “Cold, I think I’d like it a lot.”
I glared at Fritz.  “You’re just saying that because you’re in the mood to fuck with me.”
Fritz shook his head as he went to work piling chips on a plate and scooping out cheese with a big spoon.  Eve took the plate when it was finished and turned back to the front.  “C’mon Javendra, we’re still on duty.”  
We ate for a while, letting the high-calorie food fill our stomachs while sugar or beer put us all on a nice buzz.  We talked.  We relaxed.  We let some of the day’s tension unwind.
Eventually, Fritz got Murphy’s and my attention and said, “Sorry about Martin.”
"Yeah.”  I put another cheese-drenched chip in my mouth and didn't want to think about the loss of another new friend—I was reluctant to call him a friend, but I suppose he was.  "He was alright.  But that's the way it goes, right?"
Murphy nodded and raised a bottle.  The rest of us silently toasted Martin.  All the others who’d died along the way weren’t mentioned.  Was it that they’d died more than a day ago, ancient history in the post-virus world? Was the act of forgetting the dead and forgetting the grief one of the tricks of keeping one’s sanity? Whatever it was, it wasn’t fair, and nobody gave a shit about that either.  We were breathing.  They weren’t.
And that’s the way it goes.
“So what’s the plan?” Murphy asked.  “Stay here until dark, then get out of town? We’re only a couple hundred miles from Balmorhea, right?”
I shook my head.
"Oh no.”  Grace wasn't pleased.  "I'm no expert in Zed body language, but I'd say one of the gerbils in his head is giving him bad ideas."
Fritz pretended to look closely at me.  “Yes, Grace.  You’re right.”
Murphy laughed.
“Look,” I started, “we can’t just leave town.”
Murphy sighed loudly.  “Oh, no.  Here it comes.”
I leaned forward and looked around to see all eyes on me.  "These helicopter assholes keep fucking with us, probably like they fuck with everybody they see.  If all of today's crap happened when we were back at Fort Hood, and we were heading out to West Texas, I'd say, who cares?"
"No, you wouldn't,” Murphy interrupted.
“I’m with Murphy on this,” Grace added.
“It’s true,” said Fritz.
Jazz stayed out of it.
“Balmorhea is an hour away by helicopter,” I pointed in the direction I thought it laid.  “With these assholes here, it’s only a matter of time before they come out there to do whatever they do.”
“Kill people for no reason,” said Grace, empty-eyed, recalling what had happened to the people at the Capitol, the ones who’d saved her life back at the beginning of it all.  “That’s what they do.”
“When it gets dark,” I announced, “I’m going to go back to the base and fix this shit once and for all.”
Murphy shook his head.  “No sleep again tonight.”
“I’ll help,” said Grace as she looked at Jazz, who nodded and shrugged.  
"We should just go,” said Fritz.  "These guys don't deserve to live, but they're trouble.  They've got us outnumbered, and they're armed."
I shrugged.  “Makes no difference to me.”
Murphy said, “He’s not lyin’, Fritz.”  He cocked his head at me.  “You know how he is.”
“I’m not recruiting anybody,” I told them.  “I’ve got an idea.  I don’t need any help.”
“He always says something stupid just like this.”  Murphy laughed.  “It always starts this way.”
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It wasn’t a complicated plan.  It wasn’t even original.  I had a problem that required a straightforward solution—kill the fuckers.  By the number of Black Hawks we’d seen, I guessed there could be as many as seventy or eighty helicopter assholes on the base, and that’s if all their helicopters were packed when they escaped from Fort Hood.  I knew I couldn’t kill them all by myself.  I knew my band of survivors couldn’t do it either.  I needed to outsource some manpower.  That meant Whites.
We spent the rest of the day in the bar, eating, napping, and talking through what needed to be done.  And second-guessing.  Was this something that needed to be done? I was adamant.  I was doing it, alone or with help.  I didn’t see it as a choice.  It was a preemptive necessity.  I’d learned too many lessons the hard way and the hard way always cost the life of somebody I was attached to.
I was done paying the price.  It was time to start charging.
We left the bar at midnight.
I jogged on a slow serpentine path down the street with Grace behind me.  No surprise, we started collecting a following, but way too slowly for our purposes.  Still, not many Whites seemed to be in San Angelo.  Of those, I guessed many had bedded down for the night.  So, I started to make noise—I banged car fenders with my machete and circled individual blocks, coming back around to collect any Whites who woke up and came out to see what the noise was about.  Some fell into line, and others watched us go by, not reacting at all.
Persistence paid.  
Grace and I spent nearly two hours collecting a troop of a few hundred Whites as we worked our way through the dark streets, over the bridges, out of the center of town toward the Air Force base.  I’d wanted twice that many in my line but the longer the night wore on, the more I rationalized that I had enough to do the job—I hoped.
We were heading to the southwest corner of the small base, where a complex of buildings I’d spotted on our way into Goodfellow looked like dorms or barracks.  But that wasn’t a linchpin in the plan.  I didn’t need to be right about where the helicopter assholes were bedding down for the night.  I only needed a starting place.  The base wasn’t large.  We could search all the buildings before sunup.  
Of course, there was the risk that grew the longer we searched—that we'd be found out and would lose the opportunity to surprise the assholes in their sleep.  Things would get dicey then, but Grace and I had already decided that if the shooting started, we'd scrape our Whites off near the Survivor Army barracks, just as the Smart Ones liked to do, and let nature take its course.  I didn't need for the Survivor Army dudes to die, though it would be nice if they all did.  What I needed was for my Whites to distract them enough with saving their lives that Murphy and Fritz could handle their part of the plan.
I only hoped once the bullets started flying, my well-laid plan didn't go too far to shit.
Running along the base's western perimeter fence, Grace and I found a hole that had been cut with the chain-link pulled wide to allow us to pass through with our Whites in tow.  Eve, Jazz, and Javendra had cut the hole while Grace and I were rounding up our minions.  That was their part in the night's mission.  All Eve and Jazz had left to do was to get our great hope, Javendra, back to the pub and keep him safe while the rest of us did our parts.
Once on the base, I led the train of compliant Whites between buildings, working my way to the collection of dorms I just knew had to be the place where the Survivor Army was sleeping.  I only wish I had been less certain and perhaps had allowed Eve and Jazz to reconnoiter the base after they cut the fence rather than retreat to the pub.  But there's an arrogance that comes from guessing right too frequently—it made me blind to planning for contingencies I should have considered.
We passed some maintenance buildings where Air Force guys did whatever they did when they were at work.  We ran past several blocks of two- and three-story apartment buildings, coming in close enough to glance in windows and through open doors, looking for any signs of life.  We saw nothing but a few cats and some dogs.  It made me wonder how the Air Force had been able to clear the base of the infected so thoroughly.  It also made me wonder, in the demonstrable presence of their success, why none of them seemed to have survived.
We passed by the Base Exchange and commissary, seeing signs posted for several familiar fast-food operations.  Across the vast parking lot and across another that lay on the other side of a road, I spotted the complex of dorms that were my objective—dark, without the slightest hint of life.  But that was okay.  It didn’t diminish my resolve.  Anybody holed up for the night these days had the good sense not to broadcast their location.  I was still certain I was right.  
I looked over my shoulder, got Grace’s attention, and pointed at the buildings.  She said nothing—of course we couldn’t speak with so many Whites on our heels.  Her face showed her concern.  She wasn’t as confident as I was.
We crossed the street, weaved our way through stray cars in the parking lots, and crossed another road onto an overly large, dead lawn surrounding the complex of dorms.  Past them, I saw the end of one of the runways.  In the distance to my left, I saw the silhouettes of hangars that stood at the intersection of the base's two runways.  On the other side of those hangars were parked the Survivor Army's helicopters.
Once at the building, I scanned the shadows meticulously, looking for a sign of the assholes.  We ran down the side of one building, peeking in the windows with no luck.  I led the Whites around two more, and I started to worry.  I looked several times back at Grace, who responded with a silent question on her face.
After running around all the buildings in the complex and feeling frustration worm its way into my plan, I decided I needed to check inside a building and took the risky move of running up to a door, flinging it open and jogging into the dark inside.
For my risk, I was rewarded with nothing but a messy building, some rotten bodies, and open-door apartments, but not one hint that anyone had been alive inside for months.
Damn.  Where the hell were they? 
We passed out the other end of the building.  The frustrated part of my brain insisted that we run a thorough check of the apartments on the upper floors, but the rational side of my mind told me it was more than a waste of time.  The more time I spent inside the building, the more of my Whites I'd lose as they spotted things interesting enough to distract them and pull them out of line.
We needed to do the hard work of checking the whole base.
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I led the Whites to run in several big circles out in the fields beside the runway to get them out of the abandoned apartment buildings and to get them all rounded up and following again.  While I jogged, I thought about where to go next as the thought that nagged me the most was the exercise had been a waste of time.  What if the Survivor Army had flown away in their helicopters instead of returning to the base after they shot Martin's helicopter out of the sky.
It was possible.  
We hadn’t seen a single one of them since coming to the base.  I hadn’t gone to the other side of the base to confirm the helicopters were still there.  
Frustration grew, but I still had a few hundred Whites behind me, ready for mayhem, I hoped.  We were certainly building up an appetite.
I crossed the road and jogged behind the commissary complex and checked the perimeter of a building whose purpose I had no guess for.  We came out onto a wide, north-south road that we followed past some small office buildings the size of houses and we crossed another intersection.  From there I saw a set of buildings that looked enough like apartments that I knew they needed to be checked.  
We ran onto a sidewalk and started into a mostly empty parking lot when I got excited because I thought I saw shadows moving on the upper floors.  In the next breath, my excitement poofed into scared shitless as dozens of muzzles flashed along the second-floor balconies and the crack of gunshots pounded my eardrums like a slap in the head.
Whites howled.
Instinctually, I cut hard left and sprinted for the cover of a pavilion at the formal entrance of the complex.  I glanced back to make sure Grace was coming and was surprised as she ran up beside me, just as anxious to get out of the hail of bullets.
Whites were following us, but mostly the train disintegrated and ran in all directions.
Wait.  What?
A few of them ran toward the buildings.  Many of them cowered behind abandoned cars.  Some simply stopped and stared at the source of the gunfire.  Others squatted beside downed comrades.
What the hell? They weren’t attacking.
The bullets still poured off the second-floor balconies.
Some Whites—the aggressive, nasty ones—were at the sides of the building, busting out windows and pounding on doors, but it wasn’t many, maybe twenty or thirty.  The others were apparently fucked in the head a different way.  They seemed to have no interest in the fight.  By the number of bodies I saw in the parking lot and on the lawn, I guessed that a third were already down.
“We need to go.”  Grace tugged on my arm to pull me in a direction she figured was safe.
I stood my ground.  My plan was turning into a disaster as I watched and I was tying to think of some way to salvage it.
"C'mon, Zed.  These infected are different than the ones in Austin.  This isn't going to work.  The Survivor Army saw us coming.  They ambushed us."
I shook my head.  The plan had to work.  
I looked toward the nearest building.  I knew I could run there, get through a door, get inside, and kill.  I had my machete.  
“Don’t,” Grace told me, as though she was reading my mind.  “They’ll shoot you.  There’s nothing you can do.”
I snapped around to look at her.  “Wait here a second, I’ll be right back.”  I sprinted toward the building.  
As I passed Whites running in every direction, I called to them, asking them to follow, knowing the words were unintelligible except that it got their attention, and made them chase me.  And that was fine for the moment.  I ran down the front of the building, just below the balconies the helicopter assholes were shooting from, but just past the windows and patio doors, the craziest of the Whites were trying to break in.  I asked them to follow as well.
At the end of the building, with a few dozen aggressive Whites and more following too closely now that my status had changed from follow-the-leader boss to running food, I hoped the doorway I came to was not locked.  I slammed it with my full body weight, flinging it open and tumbling inside.  It took a half second for me to get my bearings as I jumped back to my feet.  I found a door to a stairwell, flung it open, and jumped behind the door before the first of my following Whites ran in through the outer door.
The first one arrived with a howl as the sound of the gunshots from the second floor echoed down the stairs.  He ran up, more of the crazy ones followed.
Minor success.  I hoped.
Once the last of the Whites had passed, I leaped out of the stairwell and sprinted down an interior hall, running for a door I figured would put me outside again but close to the pavilion where I’d left Grace.
People started screaming upstairs.  The battle had moved inside.
I hit the door at full speed, flinging it open as I ran through.  I crossed the gap between the building and the pavilion before anyone on an upper floor had a hope of bringing his aim around to shoot me.
Grace waited anxiously by a post at the far side, ready to run.  “You okay?”
I nodded as I paused to catch my breath.
She pointed and said, “That way.  If we run, I think we’ll be safe.”
“Lead the way.”  
She took off.  I followed.  Just as we crossed the street, a huge explosion from the other side of the base shook the night.  A fireball rose up from the other side of the hangars, out where the Survivor Army’s helicopters were parked.  Another explosion followed and then two more detonations sent more fire into the sky.  
Grace led me past a brick-walled warehouse, and we were out of sight for any shooters in the apartment building.  The helicopters had been taken care of by Fritz and Murphy.  At least four had exploded.  At least, I hoped that's what blew up.
“Slow down,” I told Grace.  “Let’s take a block or two and catch our breath.”  It had been a long night with a lot of running.
“Don’t be a pussy,” she told me.  “We’re running as fast as we can until we get back through the fence.  Come on, or from now on, I’m going to call you The Walking Zed.”  



Chapter 49
Murphy and Fritz were already at the pub when the rest of us arrived.  We took a moment to compare notes—all of the Black Hawks were destroyed.  I had no way of knowing how many of the Survivor Army's soldiers had died, but at least our objective was met.  Without helicopters, the remnants of the Survivor Army were just another bunch of assholes slugging it out in the dirt with the Whites and the rest of us.
It was time to plan, time to move.  Staying so close to our helicopter's crash site wasn't a good idea in the realm of worst-case scenarios.  For all we knew, the Survivor Army had another dozen helicopters and a thousand assholes in armored Humvees parked just outside of town, pissed-off about their buddies and ready to charge into San Angelo and root us out.  It wasn't far-fetched considering what had happened in Austin the night we sprang Fritz and Gabriel, from Judge What's-his-fuck's prison.
Everyone got something quick to eat.  Nachos swimming in room-temperature cheese-goo with enough jalapeños to make the flavor irrelevant was the top choice.  Bottles of beer and warm soda washed it all down.  We loaded what we could into our bags, checked that the street was empty, the sky was clear, and headed down a dark street toward the west side of town, looking for a place to bed down for the night.



Chapter 50 
I had the last watch of the night, so I was already awake when gray, early-morning light exposed the street outside to be just as lifeless as it had probably been before the virus came.  Little San Angelo out in West Texas was such a backwater compared to Austin.  But people in Dallas probably thought the same thing about where I'd lived.  And New Yorkers probably thought Dallas was full of hillbillies.  The people in San Angelo probably felt sorry for New Yorkers being trapped in a noisy maze of tall buildings hiding the sky.
The circle of life.
Cars were parked in driveways, all fading to the sandy color of the dust settling in layers over their fenders, hoods, and windows.  In the street and in the yards, few cars were abandoned.  Just like the houses, few windows were broken, few doors open.  Not a lot of clutter had been dragged into the grass by brain-fried scavengers or looters.  
Even the house we’d spent the night in was in a state of absence, as though the owners simply forgot to come home from work one day or were raptured up to heaven.  All their food was in the pantry.  Their fridge was full of moldering vegetables and rotting meats.  The litter box still held turds though the cat was long gone, escaped through the kitty door when the free food and water stopped appearing in its bowl.
And no human or White moved out in the street.  No voices howled.  No gunshots rang.
A pack of dogs trotted up the street, sniffing apathetically at upturned garbage cans they’d dug through months ago.
Dogs?
I’d seen almost no dogs in Austin and few anywhere since the virus arrived.  
Murphy shuffled into the living room, rubbing his eyes.  "Man, it's good to sleep in a real bed, but I think my body was so not used to it, it woke me up early.”  He grinned.  "Maybe I should have slept on the floor."
I didn’t turn away from the window I was looking through.  “I’m sure somebody would have traded their spot on the floor with you.”
Murphy crossed the living room into the kitchen.  “Anybody else up yet?”
"I heard somebody go out back earlier for a whiz in the bushes—Javendra, I think.  He went back to bed, though."
“I’m awake,” said Javendra, quietly coming down the hall.  
“You see anything out there?” Murphy called from the kitchen as he dug in the pantry.
“Korean food,” I answered.
Javendra looked at me like I might be a little bit crazy as he crossed the living room.
Murphy came out of the kitchen and looked at me from the doorway.  “You look like you’re over there thinking about that professor shit again, Zed.  What’s up?”
"San Angelo,” I said.  "It's different here."
“What?” Murphy asked.  “You still pissed because those Whites you gathered up last night didn’t attack the Survivor Army assholes like you wanted.”
"There's that.”  I looked up and down the street before turning around to face Murphy and Javendra, who'd come to a stop to include himself in our conversation.  "I've never seen Whites not go after the guys shooting the guns before.  And this whole place, I mean, besides those Whites in the hospital, we haven't been attacked at all."
“What about the parking lot when we were running away?” Murphy asked.
"I killed that one,” I agreed, "but she wasn't being aggressive, she just happened to be there."
“It doesn’t matter,” argued Murphy.  “I think you’re starting to spin up a different memory for whatever theory you’re mushing together in that golf ball head of yours.  Man, you don’t wait to see if they’re going to bite you before you put ‘em down.”  Murphy looked at Javendra for support.  “You know what I mean?”
Javendra, uncomfortable to be put on the spot, nodded.
“You don’t know dick,” Murphy told Javendra.  “You’ve been hiding in a castle this whole time.”
“It was a science building,” Javendra shot back though Murphy was already ignoring him and looking at me.
I took another glance up and down the street before looking back at Murphy.  “Hardly anything’s been looted.  It looks like everybody just left.  There aren’t corpses everywhere.  Things are different here.  Why?” 
“There were plenty at the hospital and in that church,” Murphy argued.
“But they hadn’t been grazed on by the Whites,” I told him.  “Everywhere else, the Whites eat their own when they’re hungry.  I think the disease was different here.  Maybe another strain.  Again.”  I turned to Javendra.  “You’re the scientist.  What do you think?”
“I…”  Javendra looked at Murphy, uncomfortably.
I pointed at Murphy.  “Don’t mind him.”
“Whatever.”  Murphy went back to the pantry.  
I refocused on Javendra.  “Tell me what you think.”
Javendra moved over in front of the couch.  “Mind if I sit?”
“You don’t have to ask for permission.”
“Nobody else was sitting.  I thought there might be a rule.”  Touché.  Javendra had a sarcastic streak.  He smiled and sat down.  “The virus mutates quickly.  It creates new strains all the time.  Most of them die in the host.  Some of them are viable and go on to infect other hosts.”
“Other people,” I clarified.  “That’s what you’re saying, right?”
“Of course.”  Javendra shuffled around in his seat.  “That was the point of our work at A&M.  We were trying to develop a vaccine that would be effective for all the strains, not just one.”
“Because a vaccine for only one is nearly useless,” I confirmed.
Javendra nodded.
“And what we’re seeing here in San Angelo?”
"Based on what you're saying,” said Javendra, "because I haven't been outside seeing all you've seen, but I have read and heard about how the disease has affected different parts of the country and different cities around the world, at least, when we had some communications, and—"
“Yeah,” I interrupted, “get to the point.”
“I was saying, it seems that the mortality rate of the strain that affected San Angelo was much higher than in most places.  And if what you say is true about the aggressiveness of the survivors, perhaps the negative effects on the brain weren’t as severe as in most cases.  In one way, a worse virus, in another way, a better strain of the virus, but a strain that we could potentially learn a lot from.”
“Hear that Murphy?” I called across the living room.  “I’m right.  The doc here says so.”
Murphy stopped what he was doing with a can in the kitchen and said, "I don't think he said that exactly.  I think he's humoring you so you'll think you're right, and you'll shut up.  Maybe somebody told him how you are.”  Murphy laughed.
I said, “You seem like you’re back to your usual self.”
Murphy stuck his head out of the kitchen and looked at Javendra.  “Now he’s changing the subject because he knows I’m right.  Pay attention and you’ll learn how to deal with him.”
I rolled my eyes and went back to looking out the front window.
 



Chapter 51
Most of us were sitting around the breakfast table late that morning.  We’d all eaten.  We were all rested at least a little.  Jazz was keeping watch through the front windows.  Murphy was keeping watch on her and trying to chat her up with all the entertaining nothing-talk Murphy was good at.  Fritz was trying to be discreet at keeping an eye on them while he, Grace, and Eve talked through a wish list of supplies we might gather before proceeding the final two hundred miles to Balmorhea.  
We were going to be loading up two long-bed pickups for the trip.  We’d have no trouble finding them.  In fact, probably half the vehicles in town were pickups.  Hell, maybe more.  We’d have to be picky and find the four-wheel-drive models with brush guards and crew cabs—room in the back seat for passengers.  Even at that, there were plenty around.  This was West Texas.
It didn't seem like we'd have any trouble collecting food.  It seemed most of the residents had died so quickly that few had time or need to loot and hoard.  Guns and ammunition were on the list.  We didn't anticipate a big problem there either—again, the West Texas thing.  Most houses had, at least, a hunting rifle.  It was the medical supplies that Eve requested and Javendra's wish list I didn't think we'd be able to fill.  Judging by all the dead we'd seen at the hospital, I figured most medical supplies in town got used.  As far as equipment for setting up a lab for Javendra, the hospital was the best place to scavenge, and none of us wanted to venture back over there.  The Survivor Army remnants might be lying in wait to see if we had any inclination to revisit the crash site of our helicopter.  It wasn't a chance worth taking.
We decided to stay in San Angelo for two or three days while we gathered up what we needed and prepared ourselves for the trip.  
It was when the meeting was breaking up that Javendra caught me by the arm to get my attention.  He produced a thermometer and reached toward me.  “May I take your temperature?”
"Why?” I shook loose of his lax grip and stepped back.
“I need it,” he said innocently.  “We recorded body temperatures for Grace and Jazz when they came to join us in College Station.  Their temperatures run a few degrees warmer than normal but two or three degrees cooler than the aggressive, mindless infected ones.”
“I’m the same.”  I turned to leave the kitchen.
Fritz said, “Let him take it, Zed.”
“I need more than two data points,” Javendra persisted.  “For Slow Burns—that’s what you call yourselves, right? You four are the only ones we…I’ve seen.”
Suddenly Murphy was there by Javendra.  “Hey man, take mine.”  He pointed at me.  “He’s antsy about it.  He thinks by knowing it’ll somehow make him turn into one of the crazy ones sooner.”
“Whatever.”  It was the only thing I could think to say.  Murphy wasn’t entirely wrong.
Javendra scanned Murphy’s forehead with the digital device, looked at it and said, “Pretty much the same range as Jazz and Grace.  Do you know how high your fever went when you first succumbed?”
Murphy glanced at me.  “You’ll have to ask him.  He nursed me through.”
Javendra turned back to me.
I shook my head.  “Don’t know.”
Murphy reached out and grabbed my arm in a grip that let me know I wouldn’t be stepping away again.  “Your turn, Zed.”
I huffed and told Javendra, “Take it, but I don’t want to know what it is.”
“Told you,” Murphy laughed.
Javendra scanned my forehead, looked at the results and said, “A little higher than the others.”
I yanked my arm away from Murphy and spat at Javendra, “I told you I don’t want to know.”
“Why?” Javendra asked, puzzled.
"Because, it's just what Murphy said.  If my temperature keeps going up, I'd rather not know I'm turning.  I deal with too much shit already.  Hell, we all do.  I'd rather just wake up one morning not knowing who I am than worry every day about how soon it's going to happen.”  I stomped my way through the living room and took up a position at the front of the house looking out the window.
Javendra apologized as I walked away but I ignored him.  He went on to talk with Fritz, Murphy, and Eve, “I don’t know if it’s possible, but I’d like to get some sample temperatures from some of the infected here in San Angelo.”
Murphy busted out laughing.  “You hear that, Zed?”
I did, but I didn’t respond.
“Why?” Eve asked.
Javendra pointed at me.  "Zed and I were talking this morning.  He and Murphy have seen thousands of the infected all over Central Texas, mostly in Austin.  He believes these in San Angelo are less aggressive than most.  He may be something of an expert on the matter, and I'd like to run some tests on local specimens to see if it will lead anywhere."
Murphy laughed again, “You hear that, Zed? Javendra wants us to go trapping.”



Chapter 52
We prioritized our do list and concluded collecting data for Javendra, while a worthy endeavor, was not the highest priority.  Transportation and fuel were at the top of the list.  With the possibility of Survivor Army assholes still around and with the naked horde still fresh in everyone's memory, having the ability to get out of town in a hurry was what everybody wanted.
It was a toss-up deciding whether to leave Fritz, Eve, and Javendra at the house while the rest of us went searching for trucks.  On the one hand, leaving the normal-skin-toned people hidden would keep them and the rest of us safe.  On the other hand, splitting up carried mortal risks as well.  What started out as a discussion eventually turned into an argument and tempers flared, and people took sides.  The point I made that nobody seemed to want to listen to was it didn’t matter which we did.  Both options sucked.  Apparently none of them had come to realize that it was the current state of affairs—not just for me, or for us, but for all of humanity.  
I concluded they were all stuck in a pre-virus paradigm, and most of them would end up dead.  But for better or worse, they were my people.
They reached a point where they got tired of arguing, and we gathered up our gear, and we all went out together, four Slow Burns and three normals, most of us in a bad mood because of the pointless bickering.
Thankfully, the mood changed instantly when ten minutes into our search, working our way through the neighborhood, block by block, we found a diesel pickup that matched our list of requirements exactly.  Like I said, Texas.  It was a buyer’s market for big pickups.  
The truck still had paper plates, so it couldn't have been more than a month old when the owner had parked in the driveway for the last time.  Murphy and Jazz went into the house to search for the keys and found them in the pants pocket of a man, sitting in his recliner in front of a television, slowly decaying.
Two blocks over, we found another truck, not as new as the first but in good condition with plenty of tread on the tires, a good spare, and a manual transmission, nearly a necessity if we were going to get it started.  The batteries on cars, sitting for so many months, were more often than not, dead.  We could push-start a truck with a manual transmission, not an automatic.
Getting them both started was a bit of a trick.  That worked out in San Angelo but would have had disastrous consequences in Austin where the Whites were more numerous and aggressive.  We push started the first in the street in front of the house where we'd found it.  It took three tries popping the clutch before the engine fired.  Then it was loud, as big diesels tend to be.  We all piled in the back and Fritz, who was behind the wheel, drove us around to the house with the second pickup we intended to commandeer.
Leaving the engine in the first truck running, Fritz jumped in the bed along with Eve and they stood there, rifles at the ready, keeping watch over the rest of us as we worked on push-starting the second truck.
By the time we drove away, Fritz had only needed to shoot a single White.  Three or four curious Whites had come into the street but kept their distance.
We didn’t want to attract Whites to the house we were staying at by driving the trucks up and parking them in the driveway, so we drove them to the parking lot at a warehouse grocery store not far from the house where we were staying.  At least, a handful of Whites saw us drive up, park the trucks and get out.  Not one of them made an aggressive move toward us.  They watched and then went back to scavenging or wandering aimlessly.  It was hard to tell which.  
The surprise came when Fritz suggested we go inside the store to see what might be left for us to find.  I wasn't optimistic given that grocery stores tended to be empty everywhere—they were the first obvious place to stop for people who saw disaster looming.  Hell, in Texas people flock to the grocery store when the weatherman predicts a hard freeze.  The consensus was against me, though, maybe because everybody was in a good mood over our luck with the trucks and nobody wanted to fall back into an argument over nothing.
With limited expectations, we filed through the front door.
Sunlight coming in through the skylights on the ceiling high above provided enough light to see that a hurricane of shoppers had blown through some time ago, leaving a carpet of cardboard, trampled packages, and overturned shopping carts.  Looters had likely come after, but it was clear whoever had come had only taken the low-hanging fruit.  The warehouse racks, in rows from the front to the back of the giant store, stood thirty feet tall and were not empty.  Sure, the lower two levels had been ransacked, and in some cases, pallets looked to have been pushed off the upper racks, all but exploded on the floor below, but most pallets on the top level were wrapped in plastic, untouched.
Easy pickings.  
All the food we'd need to feed ourselves, possibly for a year, maybe two if we decided to stay.  Staying wasn't an option any of us seriously entertained, but San Angelo was a place we were likely to return to.  A few days with a semi truck and enough people to load it would give us a huge haul to take back to Balmorhea, the pot of gold at the end of our rainbow.
At least, that was the idea I'd sold everyone on.



Chapter 53
After spending the night in the warehouse grocery store, the group decided to split up.  I was past giving a care one way or the other, so I didn't say much.  In truth, I was sinking into a mood, and I didn't know where it was coming from.  Things were going well in Easy Town—as Murphy had taken to calling it—where we weren't harassed by Whites, we weren't attacked, and besides Martin, none of us had died.  Against the odds, we'd won a victory against the Survivor Army—hopefully, the final victory.  And we were finding all the food and drink we needed, along with a bounty to load in our trucks and take with us.
Everyone was in a good mood.  Some of us were getting complacent, not me, Murphy, or Grace.  It was hard to tell with Jazz.  She didn't talk much, and she wasn't big on letting anyone know what was on her mind.  Eve, Fritz, and especially Javendra, seemed to have completely forgotten that real danger was out there, waiting to ambush us when we weren't looking.
The lineup for the day put Fritz, Eve, Jazz, and Grace at the warehouse store.  They were charged with shopping through the chaos to get the trucks loaded with a good mix of supplies.  Murphy and I got Javendra duty.  The group decided Javendra's data was well worth accumulating, and all seven of us weren't needed to load the trucks.  
I’d have felt better leaving Javendra behind, given the handicap of his skin tone, but he insisted his presence was necessary to ensure his data was recorded correctly.  He was clueless about the dangers out in the world.  Had he not been lucky enough to be sequestered and protected early on, I was sure he’d have been long dead.
So, we recycled the trick we’d used getting the professors out of the veterinary sciences buildings.  We put Javendra in long pants and a hoodie—it was chilly outside so no big deal there.  On his skin that was showing, we dusted him in baby powder we'd found among the ignored personal hygiene products, and we set out.
“What do you think?” Murphy asked as we filed out a door into the warehouse grocer’s parking lot.  He pointed at a pair of Whites a hundred yards away who were squatting and digging through a weathered cardboard box, tossing out torn bits of plastic wrapping.  “You want to start with these?”
Javendra said, "These will do for a start, but I would like to get samples from as wide an area as possible."
I looked right and left, feeling the pressure of things going well.  “Stay on your toes, Javendra.  Be ready to run if I say so.  All right?”
“Yes,” Javendra huffed.  “You told me a dozen times already this morning.”
“Lighten up, man,” Murphy chuckled.
“It’s not me who’s going to get munched,” I told them.
Murphy looked back at Javendra.  "We'll get as many as we can, but we don't want to wander too far.  It's not safe for all of us to be split up all day.  Cool?"
“We’ll start with those two.”  Javendra walked toward the pair of Whites.
I jogged a few steps ahead to get beside Murphy.  “How do you want to handle this?”
Murphy shrugged.  "You've spent more time in close company with them than I have.  I'd say I hang back with Javendra, and you go up there and take the temperatures.”  Murphy looked over at Javendra.  "You cool with that?"
“I’d like to take the temperatures myself,” he said.
"I'll have to kill them,” I told him, not happy to have to do it.  I’d been feeling guilty all morning about the Whites I'd led to the slaughter at the hands of the survivor assholes.  Most of them weren't the aggressive type.  Most of them didn't need to be killed.  At least, that's what I was starting to believe about many of the infected in San Angelo.  "They're not likely to sit still once they figure out you're normal."
“I had the fever,” he argued.  “I got better.  Maybe they’ll sense that.”
I stopped and pointed at the Whites.  “You want to do this your way? Go ahead.  Walk over there and take their temperatures.”  
Murphy chuckled again.  “This is going to be a fun day.”
I reached out an empty hand.  
Javendra put on a pouty face but handed me the thermometer.
Armed with my machete in one hand, knife in a sheath, a pistol in a holster, and a white plastic thermometer, I crossed the rest of the parking lot as Javendra and Murphy slowed their pace to let me get ahead.  Javendra's job, whether he liked it or not, was to observe.  Murphy's job was to stay by him to keep him safe, just in case.
As I closed in, the Whites stopped rifling through the garbage and watched me.  The nearer I got, the more worried they seemed to get.  I don't know if it was my machete or just skinny, bald Zed with a perturbed scowl on my face.  Maybe to them, I looked like the monster that hides in their closet.  I had the urge to say something soothing, like something I might say to a stray dog I was trying to feed.
Of course, I didn’t say anything.
When I was just three steps away from the Whites, they jumped up and ran away.
What the hell?
From a few dozen steps back, Murphy laughed.



Chapter 54
Javendra, still watching where the two Whites disappeared around the corner of the warehouse asked, “Why did they run?”
“They’re afraid of Null Spot the Destroyer.”  Murphy laughed some more as he looked around to see if any Whites were near enough to care.  
I walked back toward them.
“Null Spot the Destroyer?” Javendra asked, realizing he was outside of an inside joke.
Murphy stopped laughing and started to explain to Javendra the Null Spot story but couldn’t stop laughing.
I focused on Javendra.  “When we were in the commissary in College Station, did Murphy tell you about a guy who was with us named Russell?”
“I don’t know.”  Javendra rubbed his forehead.  “He talked a lot.  He mentioned a lot of names.”
Murphy was starting to wind down.
"Russell was infected,” I told Javendra.  "We found him in his house.  He had white skin like us.  But he was docile.  You could talk to him and tell him to do simple things, but he couldn't speak."
“What happened to him?” Javendra asked.
I started to tell him the story of Russell’s death but the words caught in my throat, unexpectedly bringing a sense of loss.  I’d been a lot more attached to him than I wanted to admit.  I settled for a shake of my head.  Javendra didn’t need to know the details of how Russell had died.  
Murphy's laughter came to a sudden end, and he took up the answer.  "Lots of people died,” He told Javendra, before turning away to scan the area for danger.
“Sorry.”  Javendra understood that some things in our past were still raw with unresolved emotions.  “You didn’t happen to take his temperature, did you?”
"Yeah.  I'm sure Steph did.  And back at the house where we found him.”  I almost said Mandi checked his temperature that day, but I didn't want to mention her name.  It had taken Murphy a long time to get past her death, and I sometimes wondered if he had ever completely put it behind him.  "I don't recall what the number was.”  I looked at Murphy for the answer.
“Don’t remember.”  He didn’t look at us.  He stayed on task, watching for threats.
“That’s okay,” said Javendra.  “Why do you bring him up?”
“I was just wondering,” I said, “if maybe a lot of these people in San Angelo are like Russell.”  I nudged Murphy.  “It kind of seems that way, doesn’t it?”
“You gave us a speech yesterday about danger this and danger that,” he told me.  “You need to decide which side of the fence you want to be on.  Should we be afraid, or are we in Russell land?”
“I’m just asking what you think of these Whites here,” I said.  “Mostly they seem kind of docile, like Russell.”
Murphy nodded.  "Yeah, maybe you're right.  Like that dude you ran into near the hospital when it was flooding back in Austin."
“Aubrey?” I asked.  “Jeff Aubrey?”
“Who’s that?” asked Javendra.
“What if they can talk?” Murphy asked me, pointing at San Angelo in general.  “All these Whites.”
Turning to Javendra, I said, “Aubrey was a grad student I ran into at Brackenridge hospital when it was all still happening.  He’d just contracted the virus.  He had a fever.”
“But he survived?” asked Javendra.
“Yeah.”  I nodded at Murphy.  “We ran into him again, like a month later.  He was brain-fried but functional.  I mean, he could speak.”
“He was whacked, man.”  Murphy twirled his finger beside his head.  “That dude didn’t know what was going on.”
“But he wasn’t aggressive.”  I thought about it for a second before I looked to Javendra.  “Do you think maybe Russell and Jeff Aubrey might have had a different strain of the virus than us?” I looked up and down the road in front of the grocery store.  “Do you think maybe most of the people in San Angelo maybe got infected with that strain and not the crazy strain?”
“And maybe you and Murphy have a different strain altogether.”  Javendra added.  “That’s possible, too.  It might be the answer we’ve been searching for at A&M was the wrong one in the sense we were looking to create a universal vaccine.  Perhaps what we should have been searching for was a strain with attenuated effects.”
“Say what?” asked Murphy.
Javendra turned to Murphy.  “What if the strain you and Zed have—or even the one these people in San Angelo have—is the strain we should infect people with to give them immunity to the virus.  That way they won’t turn into monsters.  They’ll just have white skin.”
“What about the strain you have?” I asked.  “You’ve come through it fairly normal?”
"Yes.  Yes.”  Javendra grew excited.  "I hadn't thought of myself.  But you're right, if I have a separate strain, and it turns out that it's not simply a case of my body reacting differently to the most common strain, then the answer might be in my blood."
“Man,” said Murphy.  “It can’t be that easy.”
“I’m not sure easy is the right word,” argued Javendra.  “This is just a first step, a hypothesis.  Months, maybe years of work need to go into the testing just to see if it’s right.  That’s before any therapy can be developed based on the idea.”
“Oh good,” said Murphy, “because for a moment there, I thought you were going to say you had the magic answer to the world’s problems.”  He nodded emphatically.  “But it’s just more of the same.  You know, bad news.  But that’s okay.”  Murphy slapped me on the shoulder.  “We’re used to that kind of shit, right Zed?”
I smiled weakly.  He was right.  We were used to that kind of shit.
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What a long, frustrating, fucking day.  
Once we accepted the apparent truth that most of the Whites in San Angelo were docile, it made both Murphy and me overly cautious.  We didn't want to kill them but getting them to sit still while we checked their temperatures was a pain in the ass.  The tactic that finally worked out was when we spotted one or two, we'd hide Javendra behind a bush or whatever happened to be nearby.  Then, I'd jog with Murphy following like we had somewhere to go.  We'd pass close to the White and most of the time they'd jump at the end of our short line.  At some point, I'd lead the little train into a backyard or a gap between a couple of houses with a fence at one end, and we'd turn on the White all of a sudden and tackle it.
I got punched, kicked, and bit.  One bite was just a bruise in the shape of a woman’s dental imprint, the other bled badly for a while and served to piss me all the way off.  I hated the damn bites.  Murphy seemed to get out of every scuffle with nothing but a little more sweat and a grin.  
Through it all, we had to kill six.  They were the aggressive types.  We ended up collecting temperature data from nearly twenty.
As we walked back to the warehouse grocery store, Murphy got Javendra's attention and said, "I hope you got enough because this is too much work."
I held up my arm, which was still bleeding a little bit through the duct tape I’d wrapped it with—duct tape was the first thing we’d found.  “I’ve only got so much blood.”
“That’s because you spend too much time doing shit like we did today,” Murphy told me, “and you don’t eat enough.”
“It’s not like I can just stop by a McDonald’s and get a Big Mac,” I shot back.  “I don’t know if you noticed, but most of them are closed now.”
“Do you two always bicker like this?” Javendra asked.
“It’s not bickering,” Murphy told him.  “We’re just talking.”
“Yeah,” I added.  “So what’s the story? Do you have enough data? Did you find anything interesting?”
“Twenty samples is hardly enough to extrapolate any—”
“Oh, Jesus!”  Murphy stopped and slapped his hands over his head.
Javendra panicked and looked around for danger.
“You alright?” I asked, looking for blood coming out of a wound that I couldn’t pinpoint, my imagination running to a suspicion that Murphy had just been shot.
Murphy froze for a second, his eyes staring widely into the sky.  “No, I’m okay.”
“What?” Javendra stepped close to Murphy, running through a cursory visual examination.
“For a second there,” said Murphy, “it’s like I was surrounded by two Professor Zeds.”  He laughed loudly.  “My brain couldn’t handle it, man.”  He started walking again, laughing while Javendra stood without moving.
I sighed loudly.  “C’mon, Javendra.”
“I don’t understand,” said Javendra.
“It’s just Murphy being Murphy,” I told him.  “Ignore it.”  I looked around to see if any Whites—the aggressive kind—were paying attention to us.  We were talking too loudly and talking too much.  “What did you see in the data?”
“A surprise.”
“What kind of surprise?”
“The temperatures for most of them, most of the docile ones, were lower than your temperature.”
“What?” That was surprising until I realized I ran a little hot for a Slow Burn.  “You mean like Murphy or Grace?”
“A little lower than that, even,” he told me.  “Not much above normal.”
“How is that possible?” I asked.
Murphy looked over his shoulder at Javendra and said, “Man, you’re just like Zed, all full of half-ass theories and crazy reasons why this all happened.”
“It’s called the scientific method,” Javendra snapped.  “It’s how we do—”
“Man,” Murphy interrupted, “tell it to Zed.  He likes that kind of shit.  You two twins go on if you want.  I already know all the answers I need to know.”
Javendra started to speak but I put an arm over his shoulder and said, “Don’t.  It’s not worth it.”
Murphy laughed.  “It might be.”
“What answers?” asked Javendra.
He turned around to face us.  "The world is fucked up.  It's full of crazy white fuckers that want to have us for dinner.  These Whites in Easy Town didn't get the memo about that, and that's nice.  But it's not like this in the rest of the world.  Hell, you guys know that.  This isn't news.  But you get all brain-whacked with your theories and shit and you forget all we need to do is keep ourselves fed and keep ourselves alive.”  Murphy shook his head as his grin turned into something he was wearing for show.  "And do the same for our friends and…"
“And?” Javendra asked.
I elbowed Javendra.  “You know.  The people we love.  But it doesn’t always work out.”
Murphy walked on.
“We’ve all lost,” said Javendra.
“Yeah,” I agreed.  “We have.”
We walked on in silence for a little while before I asked Murphy if he was okay.
“Yeah, man.  I’m fine.”
“As fine as you can be considering all the shit?” I asked.  “Is that what you mean?”
“Yeah.”  He nodded and drew a deep breath.  “It’s hard staying on the Murphy plan lately.  Know what I mean?”
“You sleeping alright?” 
Murphy laughed again.  “Man, I haven’t slept alright since I napped in jail before that dude went crazy-monkey on us.”  Murphy grinned, for real this time.  “You remember that shit?”
“Yeah.”  
“That riot was intense.”
It was.  That was the day it all started.
Murphy’s voice turned a little bit sad again.  “Earl bought it when we were escaping.”
"You saved me that day.”  It was the first thing that came to mind at the mention of our escape from the county jail, a memory inexorably linked to the image of seeing Earl's skull come apart as a bullet tore through it.  "You pushed me out of the middle of the street, or I'd have gotten shot too."
"I told you, man,” said Murphy, "I don't really remember that part.  Things got pretty hazy for me after we got out of the jail.  The fever was beating me down pretty hard.  I remember seeing Earl get shot and after that, pretty much the next thing I remember is sitting with you in that dorm room with Jerome The Liar."
"Jerome the Liar.”  I laughed.  I hadn't given him more than a passing thought in months.  But at the time, I'd nearly hated him.  And I'd been angry, so angry over his murder by those soldiers.  Now, all those emotions had faded, and all I was left with were the memories of the events and the words that described how I felt.  The emotions hardly ever attached themselves to the memories anymore.  I wondered if that would happen with all the painful shit one day.  Maybe even all the painful shit that kept stabbing me in the heart every time I thought of Steph with her flaming red hair and intense green eyes.  Maybe the memory of the feeling of her hand going limp in mine that day on the shore of Lake Travis when we'd all been so close to making our escape from the shit would fade too.



Chapter 56
I'm not sure how we decided it, but when we drove the pickups out of San Angelo the next morning, I was behind the wheel of the lead truck with Murphy riding shotgun.  Grace was in the back seat with Javendra.  I'd have preferred to have him in the other truck.  Not that he was a bad guy—I'd gotten my fill of his company the day before.  Fritz, Eve, and Jazz were in the truck following close behind.  Both pickups were piled high with cardboard boxes wrapped in plastic garbage bags and thoroughly taped, just in case it rained.  Not all of our cargo was in cans.  Everything was strapped down with nylon cargo straps, way more than was necessary for a drive down a narrow country highway, but the warehouse store had cases of the straps packaged in sets of six, all untouched by post-apocalyptic shoppers and looters.  We went overboard on securing our loads in case we had to go cross-country on our trip.  We didn't want any of our valuable supplies bouncing out.
We left town heading southwest down Highway 67, keeping the speed around forty, with the sun coming up behind us.  The two-lane highway with paved shoulders as wide as the traffic lanes lay clear, flat, and mostly straight, giving me views a half-mile ahead.  On both sides of the road, rusty barbed wire fences bordered endless tracts of flat, dead ground blanketed with spiky gray-branched mesquite trees that had lost their leaves for the season.
Houses, some owned by the recently deceased, and some empty for years, were sprinkled at wide intervals along the road.  Few businesses thrived along the desolate highway.  The farther we drove from San Angelo, the more sparse the signs of civilization became.
In the back seat, Grace examined a map.  Though the towns along the way were small—most of them a few dozen or fewer than a hundred houses—we planned to avoid as many as possible.  We’d skirt them on small ranch-to-market roads and even dirt roads if needed.  The towns presented a risk we wanted to avoid.
Ambushes were my main worry, I guess that and the possibility of running across a horde of Whites though I kept telling myself there should be no hordes so far west.  The population density out in West Texas was low, severely low.  Few people around meant few Whites left after the virus burned through the population.  
As a matter of fact, that had been the foundation of my argument when I first proposed escaping to Balmorhea all those months ago.  After visiting San Angelo with a population near a hundred thousand sitting just two hundred miles from our goal, I had cause to worry.  Then there was Fort Stockton with a pre-virus population just under ten thousand, planted directly in our path and only fifty miles from Balmorhea.  Those were significant numbers.
Would hungry Whites hike west on Highway 10 through fifty miles of desert in search of something to eat? If they did, how many would make it all the way to Balmorhea.  When I'd conceived the idea, I knew, I just knew they couldn't.  I'd taken the drive across Texas, heading through El Paso on the way to California a few years back, and it burned a memory into my brain of a dry, desolate desert with no water of any kind, anywhere.
As I pictured it, the central defensive characteristic of Balmorhea where Whites were concerned were the dry, endless miles of chalky dirt and scrubby, half-dead trees, crawling with scorpions and rattlesnakes.
But we'd passed a reservoir on the way out of San Angelo fed by a river that roughly paralleled Highway 67.  It wasn't a deep-and-wide, sing-a-song-about-it kind of river—it was more of a collection of pools connected by a lazy creek down a gulley that got washed out during flooding thunderstorms in the spring.  But it had water in it, and it ran for miles and miles near the road.
That made me worry.  
The icing on my cake of bad assumptions and shitty plans was what I saw when we were throwing up huge plumes of dust behind our trucks while driving on a dirt road to get around a small collection of houses on the highway called Mertzon, Texas.  We got farther and farther from town on a network of straight roads at right angles and started to see tracts where the mesquite trees had been chopped down, and the sparse vegetation had been scraped away, leaving only chalky white squares around pieces of oil pumping and storage equipment.
As we drove slowly through the oil fields, passing one chalky square after another, and another, I started to see what looked like low, earthen dams built in squares and rectangles on the barren oil field tracts.  From behind those earthen dams, glints of sunlight reflected off of what I first thought were pools of oil.  With an anxiety knot growing in my chest, I pulled my truck off the narrow dirt road and onto a driveway toward one of the pools.  Murphy started to ask questions.  Grace rattled her map and protested.  
At the end of the dirt driveway, the truck rolled into the square of dirt, scraped clean of plants.  As I slowed the truck, I looked around and didn’t see a living thing in any direction save thorny trees and plants.  
Murphy and Grace had passed the point of worry, but I'd stopped caring what it was they were saying.
I brought the truck to a stop and set the parking brake, leaving the motor running, as I got out of the pickup.  I marched over to the edge of one of the gravelly berms and climbed the slope up to the top edge—maybe five or six feet up—and stopped walking.
The others stood at the bottom, concerned but not asking any more questions.  They were worried.  Maybe they thought I’d finally cracked.  The pressure of so many months of running for my life, killing, and murdering, slaughtering on a genocidal scale, doing things that would warp the mind of any sane man, should have broken me.
I looked again across the uninteresting landscape, seeing for miles and miles.  Flat, white patches spread to the horizon, each with an oil pump or tank, many with square-shaped dikes, all of those with dark pools reflecting the sky.
The pool at my feet was water.  The dike I stood on was one side of a retention pond to hold the water for whatever purpose it served in drilling for oil.  Whatever compounds it was retaining besides the water had settled to the bottom, leaving what looked like clear, drinkable water near the surface.  I wouldn’t drink it because I had a brain and I could deduce that it was probably laden with enough exotic chemicals to give me a dozen varieties of cancer.
But a White wouldn’t have the brain capacity to worry about cancer.  A White wouldn’t even know what a harmful chemical was.  A thirsty White hiking across miles of desert in search of food wouldn’t think twice about drinking from one of these pools.
And with that, I realized there was nothing to keep a horde of Whites from walking from Houston all the way across Texas to El Paso, killing and eating every normal in every little town along the way, including Balmorhea.  There was more water out here than I ever imagined.
My plan for West Texas salvation was a crock of shit.
The realization felt like a brass fist punching me in the chest and crushing my ribs.  I fell to my knees and stared at the water.
I'd seen everybody I liked or loved die at the hands of Whites and assholes, and I'd sent the ones lucky enough to survive out to chase a West Texas dream that was a rerun of a nightmare they were trying to escape.  The only thing I'd accomplished was that I gave them a different name for the place they were going to die.
Zed Zane was a guilty fuck.



Chapter 57
"Say man.”  It was Murphy.  He'd climbed the berm beside me.  He looked at the glistening square pool of tainted water, perhaps wondering what it was that had me transfixed.
Grace was crunching her way up through the loose gravel on the slope of the dike.  They were going to tag team me.
“You’re not going to strip down and run off with your machete again, are you?” Murphy added a chuckle.  “You know, like you did that night before we chased the naked horde all the way to Killeen.”
I shook my head.
“What is it, then?” Grace asked with no judgment in her voice, just concern.
A despondent weight was coming down on me.  “What if we don’t go to Balmorhea?” I turned and looked up at Murphy.  “What if we go up in the mountains like you said.  Maybe drive to New Mexico—not too far north, where the snow won’t be too bad—then work our way up the Rockies when spring comes.  Maybe stop in Montana or Canada like you said.”
Grace put a gentle hand on my shoulder.  I wanted to brush it away, torn between accepting the kindness of a friend and the feeling of being placated, manipulated by someone used to dealing with adolescent misfits like me.  “Talk to us,” she said.
"Yeah, man,” Murphy added his weight to the request.  "Whenever you get like this, some shit's about to go down, or you're gonna do something crazy.”  Murphy exaggerated his look around at the flat ground and the spiky mesquites.  "Unless you wanna start choppin' firewood, I don't know what's got you riled up."
I didn’t want to tell them because I knew in my heart I was right.  Now, I was right about what to expect when we arrived.  
Either way, they'd insist on finishing the journey.  They'd say, "We've come this far.  We can't know for sure.  Let's just go and find out."
I stared at the water and saw through the clear layer to the settled murk at the bottom as it oozed in unnatural, transfixing colors that didn't mean anything.  For a moment they were just distracting me from my fear.  And my fear was certain, and it was painful.  I didn't want to see another dead friend.  
Somewhere along the road I’d been ticking through a quota of murders and a quota of dead friends without knowing it, without knowing it existed, until that moment as the idea of seeing one more person die felt too painful to face.  I’d seen enough.  I’d killed my share.
The Ogre and the Harpy in all their attempts to forge a remorseless malcontent, a pale-faced demigod, a haunting demon, a heartless destroyer to thrive in the aftermath of humanity's fall, had failed.  Their nasty words, their shitty apathy, their brutal fists, their leather belts, and their hard hearts had done nothing but make a man who could still see one too many broken bodies.  There was nothing special about Zed Zane.  I was as fragile as everybody else, and I was afraid to put a voice to the confession because speaking the words would cement my mediocrity into reality.  
Null Spot the Destroyer was dead.  He died of a daunted heart in an introspective moment when nobody was looking.
“We need to get going,” said Grace.  “Maybe you should sit in the back for a while.  I’ll drive.  You want to get back in the truck?”
“We’re safe here.”  It was a deflection.  I looked around the dead landscape.  “Not a White for miles.  There’s no hurry.”
“If we want to get there by dark,” Grace countered, “we need to go.”
I dropped to the ground and sat in the dirt, still facing the pond.  Grace and Murphy shared some silent glances, trying to figure things out.  Eve came over to the bottom of the dike, and Grace urged her to give us some room while hinting that she take the opportunity to top off the gas tanks with the full cans in the rear of the truck.  Then, Grace sat down beside me.
Murphy huffed and sat down too.
“We can stay a while if you want,” she said.  “It’s pretty here in a desolate sort of way.”
Murphy laughed.  “It’s fuckin’ ugly.  It’s like the Devil’s butthole or something.”
That took me by surprise, and I couldn't help but laugh.  "It is fuckin' ugly out here."
“I bet we’ll have pretty sunsets.”  Grace pointed west.  “No buildings to block the view.  Nothing really.”
Murphy added, “Not until you get to the mountains.”
“The Davis Mountains,” Grace confirmed.  
I took a deep breath.  “I know you guys think I’m half crazy half the time.”
“More than half on both counts,” Murphy told me.
I looked over at Murphy.  "Back in College Station after we got off the helicopter that first day.  You were in a weird mood, and you've been different ever since.  I was thinking at the time maybe you'd had your fill.  You were done with the killing and running.  Is that true?"
Murphy looked at me for a long time, but he wasn't looking at me as much as he was looking into his own heart, maybe deciding what he was going to say, maybe deciding if I was speaking the truth.
“People can only take so much,” said Grace.  “It’s natural.”
“So much death?” I asked.
“It’s all emotional trauma,” she told me.  “Everybody’s got their limit.  Murphy has his.  You have yours.  Everybody does.  Is that what this is? Do you think you’ve hit yours?”
I glanced over at Murphy, who was still wending through the maze of his thoughts.  I looked back at Grace, and I wanted to wrap my bullshit in another lie, but I nodded.  I said, "Yeah.  I think maybe so."
Murphy smiled in the heartbreaking way he does sometimes when his eyes are stuck with the depth of all the sadness he's trying to work through.  "I think I've been cooked for a while.”  He shook his head in answer to an unasked question and wrapped his arm over my shoulder.  "But you're my brother, man.  We've been through the shit, and we get more shit every day.  I can't let you down.  Seemed like you had some crazy you needed to work out of your system and if I didn't come along to watch your back, you'd have got yourself killed."
I wanted to insist that I'd have been okay on my own, but I knew it was a lie.
“Is that why you don’t want to go to Balmorhea?” Grace asked.  “You’re afraid of what you might find there?”
I chuckled through the briefest of seconds as I looked back up at Grace.  “You’re insightful.  I’ll give you that.”
“People aren’t as hard to read as they think they are,” she said.
I shrugged.  Maybe she was right.
“Why the change of heart?” asked Murphy.  “You were optimistic about it.  I mean, optimistic for you.”  He added a pained laugh.  “What’s different today?”
I pointed out at the arid landscape.  “That’s how I remember this part of Texas.  I didn’t think a White could ever cross the distance to get all the way out here, not from Austin, hell, not even from Fort Stockton.”  I pointed at the water.  “But they could.  I wouldn’t drink this shit but Whites will.  There’s nothing to stop them.”
“It’s still a long, long way,” said Grace.  “Like we talked about, there aren’t that many people out here.  So no matter what else is a factor, the chances are better for somebody out here than back in Austin or College Station, let alone Dallas and Houston.”
“And in Easy Town,” said Murphy, hope in his voice.  “What if most of the Whites out here are the docile ones? What if most everybody died from the virus and never turned into a White.”
“He’s right,” said Grace.  “Maybe things aren’t as bad in Balmorhea as you think they’ll be.”
“Maybe,” I allowed.  “Maybe.”
Murphy said, "Look, man if you want to wait out here in the desert or whatever the fuck this dry ass place is, and sit here watching the stinky water, I'll sit here with you.  If that's what you want.  But I need to go to Balmorhea.  It doesn't have to be today.  It can be tomorrow or the next day.  You don't have to come if you don't want, but I have to go.  I'll take a truck and go by myself if I need to.  No big deal.  I need to know if Rachel is okay."
And that was a fear I didn’t want to face.  If she was dead, it was my fault.  “What if she’s not?”
Murphy pursed his lips, and the pain showed deep in his eyes again.  He shook his head slowly, and a few tears rolled down his cheek.  "She's my sister.”  His voice cracked, and he cleared his throat.  "It's a fucked up world.  I understand what might be there.  I just need to know."
“I’ll come with you.”  I took a deep breath.  “We’ll deal with it together.”



Chapter 58
West of Fort Stockton we wound up on Interstate Highway 10, the main artery for traffic crossing through Texas from Houston to El Paso.  It was two lanes in each direction with a barren median a hundred feet wide and right-of-way bordered by thin barbed wire fences thirty or forty feet from the shoulders.  When we did see abandoned cars, they were off the roadway and where the passengers had gone was anybody's guess.  The desert, dotted with scrubby brush, stretched flat all the way from a row of smooth mountains far in the south to the horizon in the north.
We made good time driving west on the highway, as there was no reason to slow.  The road was clear and flat for miles.
Grace, who'd been driving the lead vehicle since my pit stop in the oil fields, took the exit off Highway 10 to Balmorhea, and that put us on a two-lane road heading toward the foothills of the mountains in the south.
Grace slowed the truck to thirty.  It was time for caution.
Houses, barns, and dilapidated buildings with no apparent purpose dotted the lots along the road.  They gave the impression we were nearing a ghost town.  When we passed a green sign that marked the city limits, Balmorhea looked like any of the dozens of dead little towns I'd seen on the trip—abandoned cars, houses with broken windows and open doors.  One thing was missing, though, the remains of the dead.
My sense of normalcy had altered since the virus came.  The dead were supposed to be in the streets.  Their absence felt creepy.
Alternatively, the missing dead were signs of hope.  Somebody had disposed of the bodies.
Grace turned left when we reached a yellowish-tan brick building the size of a small house, the post office.  We drove through a grid of streets maybe eight blocks long and eight blocks wide that made up the whole town.  We saw no sign of life.
“Which way?” Grace asked, stopping the truck in an intersection no different from most of the others.
Murphy shook his head, silently.
I nudged Javendra as I looked through his side window.  “You see anything out that side?” 
“No.”
I didn't see anything either, at least, nothing like what I was looking for—one of the Humvees, one of the pickups, Sergeant Dalhover, and Rachel.  But no Whites either.  Not one.
“The place isn’t that big,” said Grace.  “We can check every street.”  She looked at Murphy.  “It’ll take us what, fifteen minutes?”
Murphy nodded.
Grace looked over her shoulder at Javendra.  “Jump out and go tell Fritz what we’re doing so he won’t think I’m going nuts.”
“Okay.”  Javendra reached for his door handle.
I flung my door open and said, “I got it.”  I jumped out of the truck, not wanting to risk humanity’s hope with such a trivial task.  I let Fritz know the plan, went back to sit behind Grace, and we drove.
Indeed, it took all of fifteen minutes to go up and down every street in town, passing the cars and houses, seeing no signs of life.  We found ourselves back on the two-lane road we’d exited onto from Highway 10.  Our pickups stopped in the middle of the road with engines idling and we were all out, standing, drinking water or warm soda, taking our necessary breaks, and sharing a box of stale crackers.
“I don’t want to be the one to say it,” said Grace, “but if they’d driven those Humvees here, we’d have seen them.  Town’s not that big.”
“Do you think there’s a place they could have stopped on the way?” Fritz asked Murphy and me.  “Maybe a better place.”  
Murphy and I shared a look.  We understood Fritz was trying to make us feel better with the suggestion, but neither of us was inclined to believe it.  We’d seen too many hopes dashed.  Murphy’s face turned hard.  He was accepting the same thing I was accepting.  Dalhover, Rachel, and the others had never made it.  They’d been ambushed somewhere along the way, or were overrun by Whites, or broke down and been killed one by one as they tried to scavenge and survive, one of a thousand stories we’d heard or seen.  There wasn’t a lot of room in the post-virus world for hope.  
It was time to stop pretending and focus on practicalities.  It was late in the day.  We had a few more hours of sun.  I told the others, “We should probably find a place to stay tonight.”
“Where’s this spring you told us about?” Jazz asked.  “I mean, that’s the whole reason for coming here, right? An unending supply of clean water to drink and irrigate the fields.  Where is it?”
I looked around to get my bearings, then pointed down the two-lane highway.  "A mile or two down that way.  It's a state park."
“A state park?” Grace asked.  “So they’ve probably got a few buildings for the rangers or something?”
“Something like that.”  I’d been to the park once, years ago.  “Some cabins too.”
Fritz stepped away from the group and looked down the highway as though the room around him would help him to see better.  “Remote?”
I looked around at the empty landscape outside of town.  “Even more remote than this.”
“Maybe we stay there tonight,” offered Grace.  “Should be safe.”  She looked around at each of us.  Silent consensus.  We loaded up in the trucks.
It took all of a minute to pass the city limits sign on the way out of town.  Houses grew sparse again and the bleached land stretched into nothingness in the north.  In the southwest, the direction we were heading, the bald, brown mountains grew taller with our approach.  
I watched through the windshield, looking across the plain at an irregularity far down the road.  It grew larger and slowly clarified until I was able to make out a flat, white building with a red tile roof just off the highway on the left—the park's visitor cabins.
They weren’t cabins, not as anyone would think of a cabin.  Lodge might be a better word, though it resembled one of those roadside motels from the 1950s.  The lodge was made up of two L-shaped buildings, five small apartments each, laid out in roughly the configuration of a horseshoe with a narrow gap at the top, opposite the open end.  At the open end, there was a driveway a few cars wide, which provided access to a central courtyard for parking between the buildings.  
The layout gave the feeling of an old Spanish mission laid out a bit like a fort to defend from the Apaches in the area.  To enhance the impression, canals drained water away from the spring and down to a lake that lay southeast of the city.  The canals looped around the horseshoe fortress adding an extra defense for anyone inside.  As Grace had guessed, it would be a relatively safe place to stay.
After a few more minutes of slowly driving, we passed a sign for the park and Grace slowed the truck to make the turn into the entrance.  We drove right by the ranger’s booth.  Nobody there to charge us an entry fee.  What a surprise.  Off to our left, the driveway led to the mouth of the courtyard between the two main buildings and Murphy said, “Holy shit, Zed! You see this?” 
Just inside the mouth of the horseshoe, hidden from the road, sat two Humvees with fifty-caliber machine guns mounted on top.  Behind each gun, the figure of a person stood, training the weapons on us.
“Stop the truck!”  Murphy told Grace.  “Stop!”  He jumped out while the truck was still rolling, letting the door swing open behind him.
Seeing Murphy go, I followed quickly.
Murphy ran ahead and slowed to a walk, as I came up beside him.  We were still twenty or thirty yards from the Humvees and several people were moving around behind them, armed, not ready to show themselves.  I couldn’t tell if they were our friends or some bunch of hostile assholes with the same idea I’d had.  
Come to Balmorhea.  Be safe.
Three figures walked out from between the two Humvees—a tall, older woman, an athletic black woman, and an unimpressive older man with bad posture.
“Holy shit,” I muttered.  It was Gretchen, Dalhover, and Rachel.
They’d made it.  They were fucking alive and they’d made it all the way across Texas.
Rachel shrieked and the tears flowed as she ran to Murphy, who grabbed her in his arms, hugged her, and cried as well.
“Figured you were dead,” Dalhover rasped as he drew close, his hand extended to shake mine.  Gretchen trailed behind, a smile on her face as well.  Others stepped out from behind their cover.
“It’s—”  My voice cracked as I grasped Dalhover’s hand.
In a very unlikely move, he reached an arm around my back to give me a hug.  “Never thought I’d say I was glad to see you, but I am.”
We separated.  I wiped some creeping moisture out of my eyes and was immediately engulfed in a big hug from Gretchen.
“Didn’t think we’d ever see you again,” said Dalhover shaking his head and looking back toward the Humvees.  “Guess you don’t know.”
Gretchen let me go, grasped my shoulders and held me still to look me up and down.  "I'm not sure if you look better or worse but it's good to see you, really good."
"It's good to see you guys too,” I told them.  It was better than good.  It was fantastic.  It was the refutation of all my irrational dread.  It was a genuine reason to be happy.  Wait.  I looked at Dalhover, guessing immediately some of them hadn't made it.  Some of them were dead.  "What don't I know?"
Dalhover looked toward the Humvees again, drawing my eyes in that direction.  Walking toward us, with pale skin, green eyes, flaming red hair blowing in the breeze, looking bewildered, was Steph.  
I think my heart stopped beating for a second, maybe a minute.  The world stood still around me.  Everything went silent.  I thought I might explode from a mix of confused feelings.
Reaching her arms around me to pull me tightly to her, close enough for me to feel her breath blow across my ear, she said, "Wow, you're still alive.”  She started to cry.
A rush of confusion slapped me in the face.  A mountain of guilt poured over me.  I’d abandoned her on the shore all those months ago.  I thought she was dead.  I fucked up.  I so fucked up.  
“Wow,” my mouth said, running on autopilot, as my arms tried to remember how to hold a woman like I never wanted to let her go again.  “You’re still alive.”



Chapter 59
Murphy was so goddamned happy, his happiness seemed to wash over everyone in range of his big voice.  People were smiling all around us, introducing themselves, asking questions and trading answers.  
Not Steph and I.  It was like they were all outside a bubble, the center of which stood me with her, separate from them.  Looking at her face, seeing a ragged scar on her forehead running up into her hair, another on her cheek below her left eye, I felt a stab of pain at what she’d gone through.  But the scars didn’t make her ugly.  They made her real.  They made her on the outside what she was on the inside—tough and beautiful.
The wind blew her hair across her face and when she brushed it away, I saw the marks where teeth had torn at her forearm, and across the top of her hand.  They’d healed, too.  I recalled all the cuts, the bites, the bullet hole, the bruises, and the scrapes that left marks all over me I’d carry until the day I died.  In that way, she and I were a match, damaged survivors, still standing when so many others had fallen.  
Steph started to shake her head as she looked at me, as if to answer an unasked question, she said, “It was my fault.  It was my choice.”  
I choked on my words but I managed to say, “I thought you were dead.”
“I let go of your hand.”  She reached up and traced her fingers over a scar on my face.  It was new since she’d last seen me.  I didn’t remember how I’d gotten it.  “It was a bad situation.  I didn’t want you to die with me.  I knew you wouldn’t leave.”
“I wouldn’t have.”  I took her hand in mine and I squeezed.  How could I have let it go that day on the beach? “I didn’t.  After you died—I thought you died—I don’t know what happened.  I probably would have stood there in a stupor until they killed me.  Murphy hauled me to the boat.  He saved me.”
“He saved us both.”
“I don’t understand.”  The memory of that day on the shore surrounded by a mob of Whites was so deeply etched into my mind I didn’t see how I could have missed a thing so important.  Steph had been tackled by Whites.  I was low on blood, barely strong enough to walk, and was trying to fight them off, trying to drag her into the lake.  The naked ones were afraid of water, mostly, and I knew if I could get her to the water I could save her.  But there were so goddamned many of them.  And then her hand went limp.
"It was the hand grenades,” said Steph, "I think.  I heard the first ones.  I felt the last ones.  I think one of them must have detonated right next to the Whites who were on top of me.  It killed them, maybe wounded them.  I'm not sure.  The concussion knocked me unconscious."
Was that possible? It had to be.  It just fucking had to be.  Steph was right here in front of me.  She was alive.
"When I came to,” she said, "it was over.  Most of the horde that attacked us was gone.  Maybe they followed the Humvees when they drove away.  I don't know."
“Only the cannibals stayed,” I said.  “There are some in the horde who prefer to hang back and eat dead Whites.”
“When I crawled out from under the bodies on me,” she said, “there might have been a few dozen on the beach, feeding.  I was so covered in blood I don’t think they understood what I was.”
“You just walked away?” It was an incredible story.
She shook her head.  “I was hurt pretty bad.  I crawled to the water and swam out to the boathouse we’d been staying in.  I found a boat and took it back to Monk’s Island.”
"You were at Monk's Island?” She'd been so close, the whole time, maybe an hour away.  "Murphy and me stayed in a house on the shore way up the lake until I got better.  If it wasn't for Murphy,” I shook my head to finish the sentence as I remembered how I felt at the time.  Had I died, it wouldn't have mattered to me.  "He nursed me back to health.”  But she was only an hour away.  Damn.  "How long were you on Monk's Island."
"Three weeks.”  Steph looked down as though she was guilty.  "I didn't search for you in Austin.  I guessed that you made your way out here with everyone else.”  Tears started to flow down her cheeks again.  "After I got settled enough, I found a Jeep, stocked it with supplies, found a rifle and a sidearm, and headed west.  It took me about a week to get all the way here.  I took the long way, I guess.  I avoided anything that looked like trouble.”  She smiled weakly through her tears.  "When I got here and they told me the shape you were in the last time they saw you, I figured you must have died."
Steph’s tears were flowing in earnest.  Mine were, too.
“That’s why I didn’t come back to find you,” she said.  “I thought you were dead.”  
"Don't,” I told her.  "You don't have anything to feel guilty about.  You couldn't have known.”  All of my guilt was threatening to smother me, though.  "You didn't do a single thing wrong.  Not one.  You tried to save my life.  That's it.”  I blinked through my tears to focus on her face.  "If anybody's guilty, it's me.  Will you forgive me for leaving you?"
“There’s nothing to forgive,” she said, half laughing through her tears.  “Will you forgive me?”
In what might have been my smoothest move ever with a girl, I answered her with a kiss.



Chapter 60
It was weird—exceptionally so—sitting down at a picnic table, one of three, lined up on the grass under the trees between the lodge and one of the canals, which seemed much more like a mountain creek with cold, clear water burbling by.  We were having a celebration feast.  The Balmorhea group had been smoking a javelina—a crazy-ass-mean wild pig with big tusks—since the night before.  With plenty of mesquite around and plenty of javelinas, smoked wild pork was a dietary staple.  We new arrivals provided canned corn and rice from our trip to the warehouse grocery in San Angelo, as well as a variety of canned sodas and beer for everyone to choose.  For dessert, we had peanut M&M's, of which somebody had loaded thirty pounds into one of the pickups.
Everybody was happy.  Murphy was back to his usual self now that he’d reunited with his sister.  And that made me happy.  For all that I’d dragged him through, I was afraid I’d ruined him.
When darkness fell, we moved the party inside, though all through the feast and then afterwards, at least two people stood watch on a tower they'd constructed at the center of the courtyard.  It provided a view of the barren plain in all directions.  The watch was always up there, never any exceptions.  Everyone took a shift.  Safe time in Balmorhea hadn’t made my friends complacent.
All eleven who’d gotten into one of the Humvees or the pickup that night on the shore of Lake Travis made it out to Balmorhea.  The trip hadn’t been easy.  They’d had some hiccups along the way, but nothing that stopped them.  What was better, not one of them had been killed since arriving.  Now with the addition of my new companions, we were eighteen strong.
Lonely little Balmorhea, so far from everything, had indeed been a good destination.
When the first group arrived in Balmorhea, there'd been fifty or so Whites in town or nearby.  Dalhover organized a hunt and the eleven efficiently exterminated them all.  Over the following few months, they'd gone to work setting up their new home in the cabins out at the remote state park.  In town, they collected and burned all the bodies, so as not to draw in scavengers of the two-legged and four-legged varieties.  They systematically searched every house and business for all food, drugs, and weapons they could find.  They stored some at the ranger's residence on the state park property.  They stored the overflow in the high school.
And what might be the best part, they’d contacted a group of survivors in Saragosa, a tiny agricultural community a few miles north of Highway 10, not ten minutes away by car.  The survivors—seven of them—were mostly from the area.  They were farmers or ranchers before the virus came and killed damn near everybody.  That group of survivors was willing to give all the guidance our group needed for farming the local fields once spring came.



Chapter 61
After spending my first night in Balmorhea with Steph, we got up before the sunrise and hiked out from the lodge heading southwest.  We crossed the canals and walked along a flat path for half a mile before we started up a winding path on the side of a tall hill.  The sky turned from black to a light, pre-dawn gray as we neared the top and I saw the desert plain stretch north and east.  To the west, mountains ten or twelve miles away blocked my view in that direction.
The peak we were hiking to was the top of a bald hill three hundred feet up from the flat ground below.  It was the first small peak in a ridge of mountains in the Davis range that grew taller and spread wider to the south and west.  It was where the day-watch guards came, a pair every day.  The group of eleven kept four people on watch full-time through all the daylight hours, two on the hill, two on the watchtower in the courtyard, and then two more on the tower at night.  It was a big investment in man-hours, but security couldn’t be compromised.  All of us were alive because we’d learned that lesson the hard way and had been lucky enough to live.  Nobody wanted to pay that tuition again.
We reached the top of the hill as the sun was just peaking over the horizon and the landscape was turning from black shadow to gray and tan.  Steph pointed north and east.  Catching her breath, she said, "You can see twenty miles from here."
Pointing south and then west toward the mountains, she said, "We can see the mountains, obviously, but we can't see what's on the other side.  We can't see all the canyons and draws.  If Whites come from that direction, we might not have much time to react.”  She pointed west.  "The nearest town with more than a couple thousand residents in that direction is El Paso, two hundred miles away.  All desert.”  She turned south and we both looked at the mountains cast in stark shadows by the rising sun.  "Presidio is a hundred miles that way with maybe four or five thousand residents before the virus.  Past that is the Rio Grande."
“We’re remote,” I agreed.
I followed her over to an old pickup with a camper shell that had been driven up the dirt road to the top of the hill and left there.  She opened the camper door and folded down the tailgate, setting her backpack on the gate once it was open.  
I took mine off with some reluctance.  It wasn’t heavy.  I was used to the weight of it on my back so much that I felt naked without it.  In fact, I felt a little less secure when it wasn’t on me.  Taking it off meant I’d have to waste extra seconds in putting it back on when it came time to run.
Steph reached in, pulled out a folding lawn chair, and handed it to me before taking one out for herself.  She next handed me a flimsy cardboard box nearly four feet long.  It contained a telescope.  She pointed to a spot a dozen yards away just where the peak of the hill started to drop away on the slope.  “Set it up over there.”  She reached into the pickup and grabbed a pair of mismatched cases for binoculars.
I walked over to the spot she directed me to, saying, “You’ve got everything up here.”  It was a nothing comment but it was a compliment too.
“If you see something far away,” said Steph, as she walked over beside me, “even with the binoculars, it’s sometimes hard to tell whether it’s an antelope or a White.  With the telescope, we can see all twenty miles toward the horizon and make out everything.”  
“Everything?” I asked.
"Cars coming up the highway,” she unfolded her chair and set it up, "Whites, cattle, and javelinas like the one Sergeant Dalhover shot.  I think that's what he does when he's on watch.  He looks for herds of javelinas so when he goes out to hunt, he knows where to find them."
“Not a bad idea.”  I unfolded my chair and faced it toward the rising sun.  Neither of us sat down.  “How does he do…with the javelinas?”
Steph worked on setting up the telescope’s tripod.  “We get fresh meat at most meals.  You’d be surprised how much game is out here.”
I looked across the landscape.  “I would.”
She laughed.  “All of us were.”  She pointed at the rows of trees in groves north of us along the highway.  “You were right about those.”
“The pecan trees?” I asked.
“Do you remember?” she asked, as she mounted the telescope on the tripod.
“You need help with that?”
She smiled at me and for a moment, the scars were invisible.  “Best time to ask.”  She clicked something in place and pulled her hands away.  “Done.”  She seated herself in her chair and I sat down in the other chair beside her.
“We were on the river,” said Steph, “in that riverboat thing when you told us about this place.  Fresh water.  Pecan trees.  Antelope.  You said it was remote and safe.”
I smiled as I recalled that night, trying not to linger too long on the faces of those who’d died.  “And ugly.”
“Yes.”  Steph drew a deep breath.  “But pretty in its way.  And fresh air.  It’s everything you promised.”  She pointed down at the state park cabins where everyone else was either sleeping late or getting up to do whatever they did out here with their days.  “All those people down there would probably be dead if you hadn’t told us to come here.”
I didn’t know how to respond to that.  I had mixed feelings of guilt over all those who’d died along the way, all those I’d had a part in killing, and for what, to save a couple dozen? 
“You’re beating yourself up again,” said Steph as she turned to face me.
I shook my head.  “Probably the same shit everybody goes through when they finally get a minute to stop running and shooting and scavenging for their next meal—they stop, take a deep breath, and reflect.”
“That’s exactly right,” said Steph.  She opened up her binocular case and took them out.  “Get yours out, too.  We need to see if anything snuck up on us during the night.”
“Does that happen?” I asked, knowing it was a stupid question, but it came out anyway.  
“Sometimes cars on the highway.  Sometimes bands of Whites.  Never those hordes like we saw in Austin.  I think the biggest bunch was maybe thirty or so—weak, nearly dead from thirst and starvation.”
“What about the cars?” I asked.  “Survivors?”
“I suppose.”  She traced her finger along the path of the highway across the desert.  “East to west.  Sometimes west to east.  People looking for something.”
“Do they stop?”
“Some stop in Balmorhea.  They scrounge for fuel or food like everybody everywhere, I guess.  But nobody comes down to the state park.  A lot of them see the pecan trees by the highway and get out to search for what they can find.  We don’t bother them.  Best not to, I think.”
“Not looking for any more people?” I asked.
“Playing it safe.”  Steph looked at me.  “Another lesson.  Maybe we learned it together.  Maybe we learned it from you and Murphy.  It’s hard to trust people these days.  Right now, we’re being cautious, taking care of our own.”
“What does that mean for us?” I asked.  “Me, Murphy, Grace, Fritz, and the others?”
Steph laughed and let her binoculars hang from the strap around her neck.  She reached out and took my hands.  “You and Murphy are family.  We’re all family down there.  We’re what we have now.  Each other.  If you think your friends are good people, that’s good enough for us.”
“You’ve talked about it already?”
“Of course,” she said.  “Not formally, but we all talk.  Like you said on more than one conceited occasion, half those people down there—maybe all of them—owe you and Murphy their lives.  You’re with us.”
With us? Family?
It had the too-good-to-be-true sound to it.  
“What? “Steph asked, suddenly hurt showing on her face.  “You don’t seem—I don’t know—happy about that.  Why?”
“Always direct, aren’t you?”
“Of course.”  She was hard again, all business, her guard was up.  She let go of my hands and put the binoculars back to her eyes.  “You didn’t answer my question.”  She gulped and asked, “Are you staying?”
"I…”  I wanted to say yes, of course.  I was next to a gorgeous redhead who I'd told Murphy I loved.  My only friends in the world were down there in those cabins.  But I was still a White.  And there were more than a dozen people down there who weren't.  "When people get together, when there are a bunch of normals, I'm a White.  Murphy's a White.  Grace and Jazz are, too.  It never works out."
“What are you telling me?” Steph kept the binoculars to her eyes, but I saw a tear on her cheek, heard her sniffle.
I reached up and pulled her binoculars down.  She blinked and turned her face away as she started to cry in earnest.  Never being one to figure out the best thing to do in these situations, I awkwardly reached my arms around her and pulled her to me and took a risk that didn’t seem as huge a deal as it would have been a year before.  “I love you.  I’ve thought about you every day since I left you on the beach.”
Steph turned her wet face up to mine and kissed me, then pulled me into a tight, tight hug.  “But?”
“I want to stay but I’m afraid.”



Chapter 62
We were doing a shitty job keeping watch.  Steph was more diligent than me, taking time every few minutes to scan the horizon, but mostly we held each other and kissed, not talking much, just taking the rare opportunity to feel the comfort of being in another’s arms.
Finally, she pushed me away and told me to sit.  She wiped her face and took another look across the horizon.  She pointed to my binoculars and then pointed west.  "Take those and scan the mountains over there.  Then look at the mountains behind us."
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Tell me what you’re afraid of? Surely, it’s not the infected.  I’ve seen what you do with them.”
I chuckled and felt awful for it.  Do all murderers do that? "I'm good at killing Whites."
“Are you afraid I won’t love you back?”
"It would be reassuring if you said it."
“I love you.”
“Are you sure?” I asked.  She was looking in the other direction through a pair of binoculars.
“Don’t be a dumbass, Zed.”
I laughed.  “Now you sound like Murphy.”
“Maybe he knows how to talk to you in a language you’ll understand,” she told me.  “I’ve loved you a lot longer than you’ve loved me.  I never said anything because I didn’t want to get hurt.”
“I wasn’t exactly playing the field,” I said, as I scanned across the smooth brown ridges.  “Did you think I was interested in other girls?”
“I thought you were going to get yourself killed.”
“Yeah.  I suppose that’s a real risk these days.”
Steph lowered her binoculars and turned to look at the mountains as well.  “Anything that way?”
“Nothing I can see.”  I lowered my binoculars.
“I think we have a chance here,” she said.
“All of us?” I asked.  “Or you and me?”
“Both.  And don’t give me that crap about thinking you’ll get rejected by the group.”  She patted the pistol in the holster on her hip.  “If anybody gives you any shit, I’ll shoot ‘em.”
I laughed.
"I'm serious.”  She did smile, though.
“Fine.”
“Fine doesn’t sound definitive.  What else are you afraid of?”
That was a harder question to answer.  I thought about it for a second before I said, “Fucked-up family.  Fucked-up mother.  I’ve never been good at managing my relationships.  No positive role models.  Know what I mean?”
“That’s what on-the-job training is for,” said Steph.  “I can cut you some slack.  But you have to talk to me.  You have to, or it won’t work.  Can you do that?”
What she was asking for was going to be a harder for me than she thought it would be, but I said, “Okay.  I can do it.”
“If you don’t,” she patted her pistol again, “I’ll shoot you, too.”
I laughed.  “So it is true love.”
She wrapped me in another hug and kissed me.  “We can make this work.  You and me.  All of us.  We can live here for the rest of our lives if we want.  We really can.”
“I hate deserts.”  I smiled to let her know it wasn’t a deal killer for me.
She patted my flat belly.  “Get used to eating real food again, and doing it every day.  Get used to taking a bath, even if the water in that damn spring is cold as hell.  Get used to feeling safe.  Get used to being with me and this place won’t seem so bad.”
“I think I could get used to it.  I really do.”



The End
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Reviews and Other REALLY Important Info
As you’ve just read, Zed finally found his happy place.  I hope you liked the ending on this book as much as I did.  It was surprisingly satisfying to leave him on that hilltop with Steph feeling genuinely happy after having dragged him through so much heartache and so much shit.  
I can’t say if or when I’ll write a follow up—a Slow Burn 10—maybe in a year or so.  I don’t know.  But for right now, I like living with the idea that Zed and Murphy are safe and happy.  
Let the memes begin.
And the weirdest thing about that is I have felt a real and constant anxiety growing throughout the series (seriously), and having left them in Balmorhea—drinking spring water, eating pecans, and watching the sunsets—I felt that stress simply melt away.  It’s as if I unexpectedly got the news that a real-live friend, battling cancer for the past two years, had miraculously been cured.
I know, strange.  But like you, I’ve grown that attached to these characters.  So Zed and Murphy are taking a little siesta.
Moving along.  I hope the first part of the “Final Business” section doesn’t negatively affect the second part.
Here’s that time where I always asked pretty-please for you to take a moment and go back to the website where you purchased your copy of the book and leave a review.  It truly makes a huge difference for us indie authors when readers take the time to do so.
Click here to find a preview for Black Rust, which should be posted about a week or so after the release of Slow Burn 9. The book will be available June 18th, 2016.  If you like it, you can pre-order it from some of the ebook retailers but not all.  And for those of you haven’t pre-ordered before, you don’t actually get charged until the book releases and it downloads to your device.  Hey, I didn’t know that until about a year ago and I’ve been pre-ordering books for years.
And here’s that link to pre-order if you want:
smarturl.it/BlackRust1-Amazon
Thanks for reading!
Bobby 
Here are links to the first books in a few of my other series in case you’re interested.
 
The Last Survivors – http://smarturl.it/TheLastSurvivors
A collaborative series with fellow zombie author T.W. Piperbrook, this series has a little more of a Sci-Fi feel.  It explores what happens 300 years in the future after the apocalypse, when man has rebuilt and gone back to an almost medieval society.
 
Ebola K – http://smarturl.it/EbolaK-1
A really great terrorism thriller with a bazillion reviews. It focuses on the recent Ebola outbreak and the possibility of weaponized Ebola by terrorist organizations.  Not the heart-pounding action of Slow Burn book but a little more in-depth and complex.  This series follows an American college student teaching in Uganda as the country comes under attack from the deadly virus as he tries to make his way back to the States. 
It’s also historically accurate, so you’ll learn a little about the history of the disease as well…did you know that Ebola has been airborne in the US in the past?  Or that it can survive in semen for 90 days or more after a person is declared “Ebola-free?”
 
Dusty’s Diary – http://smarturl.it/DustysDiary
Fun and crass but be careful if you’re easily offended.  Has some great advice about what to pack in your post-apocalyptic bunker (don’t forget the porn!).  Dusty’s Diary has an uncertain future…people like it, but I haven’t decided what to do with it yet.   
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