Alpha –- The First 12 Hours


Before The End

“Your dead shall live;


their bodies shall rise.

You who dwell in the dust,


awake and sing for joy!

For your dew is a dew of light,


and the earth will give birth to


the dead.



- Isaiah 26:19

A pearl moon shivered amongst the stars, sleeping in the ink black sky. Its cool glow slithered over the palm trees and ferns adorning the marble walkway. The fronds drooped downwards, perspiring gloom that never seemed to leave, drawing your eyes into a never-ceasing stare. The rapping of shoes against stone echoed between the trees at the side of the path; young and old, couples and singles, men and women, children and grandparents made their way up the path, through the chilled night, into the warmth of the building.

Velvet draperies clung to the windows, pushing back the night, trying to forget that there was an end to the day. People stood in groups amongst the room, talking quietly among themselves, holding briefcases and purses. Some cried, and they were comforted. Against the walls were plaques filled with pictures of a baby; the next plaque showed snapshots of a little girl, six or seven, grinning with mustard on her church clothes. A woman stroked the images and turned her head, closed her eyes, throat quivering. A man placed a hand on her shoulder, squeezed.

Flowers covered the back of the room, where, upon a marble pedestal, sat a small rectangular box made of oak wood with silver lining, velvet insides. The coffin was closed, holding back the young girl. As visitors paid their respects, they shook their head, wondering why such a beautiful young woman would have a closed-casket viewing. The simple answer: “The sickness ravaged her. She isn’t recognizable body or soul.” “What kind of sickness?” Ruffled murmurs, whispers in the shadows and corners, under the ease ways and among the elegant gardens: “The doctors don’t know. It took her slowly over a matter of days. They don’t even know how she contracted it. It’s never been seen before.” The visitors huddled together, staring at the coffin, then exchanging frigid glances over to the mother and father, clutching each other; the wife buried her head in her husband’s shoulder, sobbing desperately. “Taken so soon,” someone said. “So innocent.”

Two men went outside under the cool stars, shedding of their rich jackets. One tossed it over the arm of a bench, and turning away from the building, lit a cigarette. His friend didn’t want one. So they stood out in the cold, one taking drags and blowing smoke into the garden flowers. “Such a pity, a life taken like that. Aren’t there more sicknesses now than ever? It’s like an epidemic.”

The other managed a small sigh despite the pain. “There’s always an epidemic every century. We’re still waiting on ours.”

“It’s about time.”

The friend shrugged. “I wouldn’t worry too much about-“ They swung around, hearing a strange noise from inside the building. A gasp, then silence. They looked at each other. The chain-smoker tossed his cigarette into the bushes, grabbed his jacket, and they trotted in through double-wide French doors. Everyone had gathered around the coffin, staring. The two men pushed their way to the front. The mother and father buried the visitors in their elbows, wedging their way to the foot of the coffin. The tears had stopped; the eyes sparkled. The two men stared at the coffin.

It shuddered.

“Oh my gosh…” the mother croaked. Something in her eyes: Hope.

The two men gawked at the coffin. It lay still. No – it shook once more. Then it lay still.

The mother moaned. The father held her back. Was it all an illusion? No. Everyone else noticed it, too.

The coffin seemed to jump an inch off the platform, and inside there was movement, pressured squiggling and shoving. 

The mother wailed, “She’s trying to get out!”

“She’s dead,” someone said. “This isn’t-“

Others yelped, “Open the coffin! For God’s sake, let her out!”

The two men jumped forward, answering the call. They clambered over the coffin, grabbing the latches.

The father yelled, “Don’t open it! Please! My daughter is dead!”

His wife clawed at him. “She’s alive! Our daughter’s alive!”

“Olivia! She is dead! She’s been dead for two days! She laid in the morgue for two days!”

The two men hovered over the casket. It shook beneath them. One of the men slid off. No illusion.

The crowd yelled, “Let her out! She’ll suffocate!”

“Ginger! Ginger!” the wife screamed.

The coffin rattled. A noise from within. It sounded like a cry. The two men stared downwards. The sound came again, hit their ears – their hearts chilled. It didn’t sound right, didn’t sound natural, didn’t sound… human.

“My daughter cries for me! Do you hear her? She cries for me!”

The crowd hollered, “Let her out!” Those out on the walkway and gardens filtered inside.

The two men stared at each other. The coffin quaked. They grabbed the rungs.

“No!” the father hollered. “Don’t open it! My daughter is dead! Her beauty is scarred! It is a trick!”

They grabbed the rungs. The chain-smoker said, “She’s going to suffocate in there, Mister Allen.”

Clawing from within. She was clawing at the velvet coating inside the coffin, trying to escape. The two men grabbed the rungs. The father threw his wife to the side and launched after them; their hands wrapped around the rungs; he hit one with his fist broadside against the cheek. The chain-smoker’s hand gripped the latch as he fell, and the lid popped open; the two men tumbled into the flowers, knocking them over, water and soil and sweet fragrances staining thousand-dollar-suits. The chain-smoker tried to stand, slipped, and heard muffled screams. The world spun; his jaw ached. His friend kicked him in the groin, and he toppled over; rolling onto his back, he opened his eyes, seeing the plants draped all around him. A bright light stung his eyes. A shadow fell over him, something hit him; he tried to stand as his neck seared with pain; he saw spots and felt his flesh ripping. He could feel his blood gushing all over him. The sounds of screaming died away. The pressure vanished. He lay in the pile of funeral flowers, bleeding all over the stalks, eyes glazing, and he lost consciousness.

Two minutes later, he stood.

Dawn of the End

“If you take one of something, and double it, you get two. Take two, and double it, and you have four. Do the same to four, and you have eight. Let us say a disease spreads in such a way, and does so in intervals of an hour. In only twenty-four hours—one lunar day—the number of sick would jump from one to sixteen million, seven hundred seventy-seven thousand, two hundred and sixteen. If such a rapidly-spreading and fatal disease ever touched the earth, the world as we know it would be gone, completely destroyed in only 36 hours.”

--Mathematician, 18th Century A.D.

The End began on April 23, 2004

The following entries are taken from the blood-stained journal 
of Austin Copernicus

April 18, 2004  Sunday

Woke up late. Mom shook me awake. “You’re going to be late to church.”

I had rolled over in the bed. “I’m not going until second service.”

“You’re not going to work in children’s ministry?”

“Not until next Sunday.”

Breakfast was some Manchuan Raman noodles. Really, if you haven’t eaten Manchuan Raman noodles, you are missing out. Chop up some portabella mushrooms and boil them in with the noodles, and you have a gourmet meal. I showered, got dressed, and drove to church. The Jeep shined in the sun. It was a really nice day, but the weather-man said it wouldn’t last. Never does. Spring is unpredictable. I love these warm days. I am sick of the rain. It rained all last week. During worship at church, I sat alone, prayed that God would forgive me for slipping away, for being a hypocrite, for living a lie and only doing “right” when it suited me best. Tears in my eyes. Gave Chad his Norma Jean—they’re a hardcore rock band—t-shirt. He went to his girlfriend Erin’s  place, Les came over here with my sister Ashlie. I want a girlfriend so bad (Mom, Dad keep making a big deal out of Lauren. Lauren is a girl I have met, she is very cool, but Mom and Dad are driving me insane!), but I must be ready to accept that maybe God has different—better—plans for my life. Sat down in YMCA lobby (Southwest Church meets at the Springboro YMCA), and Faith Stevens sat down next to me. It surprised me. We hadn’t had the best relations over the years. She has stabbed me in the back, and I have stabbed her likewise.

I said, “How’s it going?”

She smiled. I like her smile. “Okay. We have school tomorrow.”

“Yeah. That really sucks. Sucks.” I guess Adam Sexton is going to Prom with her. He is a cool guy. Good-looking, popular, a real star at Springboro High School. Unlike me. He has liked her for a while. I found out in Geometry class. Alex Keelson asked her to Prom, and Faith said no because he is perverted; I am not perverted—by definition—but used to be, and towards Faith I was really perverted, which I do regret. A lot. 

Melanie Prass was standing there. Faith goes to a tanning bed, and is very tan. My tan is a mottled red, a trait I have from Cherokee Indian heritage (Indian “Redskins”). Melanie told  Faith , “You don’t have to be tan to be attractive.” She motioned to my sister Ashlie. “Just look at us. We’re not tan, and we’re the ones with boyfriends!” Melanie is going out with some kid named Alec, and Ashlie is going with Les. Faith looked hurt at what they said. I should have said, “Guys, don’t be like that…”

It is that time again. Whenever I see something interesting in the news, I write about it. I would like to look back in these journals when I am older and see the past coming alive before my eyes. So here is the newsflash: some woman disappeared in South America, and a lock of her hair was returned to her family in Hartford. It is only such a big news story because the Army National Guard was everywhere at the Hartford airport. Some people think there is more to this than anyone knows. Probably not. Just good lines for a breaking news story. God bless the reporters.
Ashley, Les, my dog Doogie, and I went to North Park for a walk. It was such a nice day, and the paths were dry. The woods is coming alive with spring. The sickly, skeleton trees are blooming in brilliant greens; the rutted, brown-veined-leafed forest floor has been replaced with thick bushes, thorns, tall grass and sprouting carpets of ferns and grasses. We went to McDonald’s for dinner; lunch was salmon and toast. Really hot today. Bummer. Tomorrow we have school. No! Oh well. Don’t really care. Spring break is coming to a halt. It is waking up that is the problem! Reach out and touch faith. We came back from McDonald’s and watched a good stoner movie, Dazed and Confused. God stuff. My arm is still bloodily scabbed from my gravel-dive Easter Eve. Les seems to ignore me when Ashlie is around. Everyone is ignoring me because of their girlfriends. I really want a girlfriend. Can’t stop thinking about  Faith . Pitiful. Or Lauren. I hear she’s into casual sex, though. I thought she was a Senior, but I looked in the yearbook, and she is in Les’ grade—a Sophomore this year. A bunch of teens were making fun of me at church; I heard one of them say, “kiss… Austin…” then a bunch of girls erupted in “gross,” “disgusting,” and utterances of disgust. I was very angry. 

April 19, 2004  Monday

I guess Faith isn’t going to Prom with Adam—he grabbed some girl from his own church. So Faith does not have a guy for Prom. A date. I had to go to work. I work at I.G.A., and every time I get bummed about having to go in for a slave eight-hour shift, I remember my horrors from Burger King—cigarette smoke wafting over the dim lights, the sluggish clock laughing, the old, greasy woman flipping burgers and sweating onto the lettuce rolls. And throwing iced burgers and fish steaks into the grill, collecting them in grease buckets. Sweat rolling down my face. Feet painful. A beaming woman came through work and bought several TGIF frozen burger patties—shuddering, I had a terrible flash-back of Burger King nightmares. 

There were an outbreak of strange phone calls in Hartford, Connecticut. None of it made sense. Heard some over C.N.N. My friends laugh at me because I like to watch the news. Someone called to say that their neighbors were running around like madmen outside. Then there was a crash, a shattering of glass in the background, then the line was cut after a scream. Everyone is really shook up about it, especially in Hartford. I guess the weird phone calls to the police seemed to radiate outwards from the home of the parents of the dead woman from South America.

I should tell you a little about my town. I live in Springboro. It is a snooty town with snooty people. Big, fancy houses. Sharp-mouthed folk. Lots of elegant restaurants, and a dine-in theatre. South is just a lot of subdivisions, and Carter Lake, a large fishing lake with a campground. Then there is Chickapeek Wildlife Reserve. There are some watch-towers in there, and lots of deer and even some bears. Some. Not a lot. Not anymore. Poachers wiped most of them out. South of the Reserve is Franklin. A lot more happy and country-living than Springboro. Lots of poor areas. Farmland is east of the Reserve, and a National Guard Army Base. Caesar’s Creek touches far east of Springboro, into Downtown South Dayton. A highway crosses it. My friend Bryon has a house on a sector of land on an island out in Caesar’s Creek. North of Springboro is the South Dayton Hospital, subdivisions, the Boonshoft Museum. Downtown Dayton—dozens of skyscrapers and large, towering buildings. The hot tarmacs of the Dayton International Airport. And then Downtown South Dayton blends into rolling subdivisions with smaller ‘marketplaces’—miniature town centers. And mountains. Mountains far north. On the road to school you can see the skyscrapers plastered against the fog-ringed mountaintops. 

All through bagging, running the cashier, shooing orders and avoiding the snap-happy boss, I found more than enough time to think about  Faith . Thinking about how wonderful it would be to be with her. Nothing sensual. Just hang out. And how we could walk together through North Park, laughing and just enjoying each other. And how I would ask her to Prom, and she would say yes, and that she had been waiting, hoping. And I would admit that I had feelings for her, and had harbored feelings for a while. Some passions die hard. And she would say the same for me. I promised God that if she brought up not going to Prom with a guy, I would ask her. I know it would  be like shooting myself in the foot. Oh well. Risk is fun. Risk. Risk. And I thought of how all my friends spend all their time with girlfriends, making fun of me because I don’t have one, and I remember them being so happy with their girlfriends, and my only refuge is fruitless dream. And I thought of how Les doesn’t ride shotgun in the Jeep anymore, but puts his book-bag up in the seat next to me driving. How I just drive him to visit Ashlie, and how when he is over, I am forgotten. I remember the days when all my friends would come over, but now are with their girlfriends, and my once-busy room is now quiet, and I am alone. I stare out my window. And I hear Les and Ashlie laughing downstairs, playing Pool. And I want to cry.

I want to cry now.

April 20, 2004  Tuesday

Did you know today is National Pot Smoking Day? Yeah. No joke. Chad and Les’ mom made us all some delicious ‘special’ brownies. Drake went outside the Stevens’ house, grabbed a clump of grass, and sprinkled it on his brownie to boast that he ate a brownie with grass. And then he actually ate it. Amanda, Chad, Les came over today. We all hung out. Dropped off Chad, picked up Drake from his house. He didn’t expect us, because he wanted to ditch Small Group. He told me that if I ever did it again, he would kill me. It reminded him too much of his old church; he’d say he didn’t want to go, and they’d show up at his house in the church van, honking the horn. He enjoyed Small Group, and it was great to have him there. We haven’t hung out forever. Small Group was very good, on how we need to represent Jesus and reach out to the outcasts of this world. Drake was upset that Ashlie and Amanda were just talking about boys and relationships, who’s hot and who’s not. He said he would kill himself if he were me.

I talked to Les downstairs. “You’re gonna think I’m insane, like I’m shooting myself in the foot.”

Confused. “What?”

“I am thinking about asking Faith to go see a movie with me. Not a date or anything. I just want to hang out.”

“She’s gonna think you want to go out with her, man.”

“She won’t think that. I hope not.”

“Well. Sounds good.”

So I planned on asking Faith at Small Group. Her brother Zack hosts the group at his house. But I never got around to it. I called her when I got home. Zack said she went to K-Mart. She called me back. Zack asked me why I called. I told him it had to do with Bellar homework. Bellar is our chemistry period. We have different periods. So, yeah, she called back. 

“Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t have my cell on. What did you need?”

“Drake rushed us out, so I wasn’t able to ask. What are you doing Thursday, or Wednesday?”

“What times?”

“6:50… Well, no, 6:30, to be safe.”

“Ummm… I have Bible Study Wednesday.”

How did I forget that? No big deal. “What about Thursday?”

Pause. “I’m not sure…” Her voice trailed off.

Awkward silence.

“Okay,” I said. “That’s cool. See you later.”

“Bye, Anthony.”

She hung up. I hung up.

No big deal. But I was really nervous. So I guess it was. I guess it was a big deal. Dad dragged the truth out of me, coming down from his room in night-clothes. When I told him who I had called, and what I asked, he went through shades of disappointment and anger, reflected harshly in the mellow light of the living room. A jet flew overhead. “What do you think you are doing? I’m afraid for you.”

“What? Afraid for me?”

“I’m afraid you’re not over her.”

“I am.” And I am.

Kind of.

Dad continued, “She probably thinks you’re asking her on a date.”

Disaster strikes! “I wasn’t.”

“Well. Maybe you didn’t. But that’s what she probably thinks.”

I talked to Ashlie. She was getting ready for bed in her room. “I probably should tell her, but I won’t have the chance.” I’d already explained everything to her. I wanted her to tell Faith that I didn’t mean a date. “Tell Faith I was not asking her on a date. I’m not about to make that mistake again.” Then, “Do you know what her parents would think?!?” They probably despise me for the past. I can’t blame them. My comfort is that Ashlie will tell Faith tomorrow. And I am caught between a thin line. She thinks it over and says yes. She decides to go to a movie with me. Or she tells her parents, and this whole thing avalanches. It happened before. Mom and Dad almost pulled us out of the church. They were even afraid our family would be booted out!

So to tell Faith or not? Either way, it’s a risk in an undesirable direction.

Why do I think I have a shot with girls? I don’t I need to accept this. I really do. Forget about romantic relationships with  Faith —or Lauren. Not a chance. I am screwed because of my genes. Everyone else is so lucky. Why do I have these intense, non-sexual, romantic longings, and no water to quench its pulse; why do I have feelings for  Faith , and no shot; why do I dream of romance and love when I am only left to dried-out desires? Perhaps there is no intricate reason or rhyme; a random roll of the dice. No intricate, grandiose plan for my life?

Oh. Almost forgot. The news showed poll booths leading into the city of Hartford. Army National Guardsmen were guarding the poll booths. No one was allowed in. Plumes of smoke rose from the skyscrapers and surrounding neighborhoods. But the images were blurred by censors. It is really weird. Everyone at school talking about it.

The neighbors visited Mom and Dad—worried about me.

Who can blame them?

April 21, 2004  Wednesday

Today sucks. Usually it would have been a good day. I think it revolves around  Faith . In many aspects. One, she said no. Two, she said no because I am not hot and popular. Third, if I were hot and popular, I’d have a fun time tomorrow with  Faith ; my looks are seriously a curse; maybe I am just a victim of the times. Fourth, why do I even think I can even get a girl? It is out of the question. Fifth question, if anything: WHY?

Why?

Why?

I am angry—no, disappointed—no, confused.

Bewildered.

I want to know why no one likes me. Why am I the outcast? Why is it in God’s hands, something so important to me, for Him to do nothing? Why does God let me have these above-normal romantic longings? Why does God seem only to increase my passions for Faith when I so strongly pray to forget her and everything about her? Why does God lead me to ask Faith to the movies, and why do I get shot down? Why does God show me reasons to ask her, then let the reasons shoot to the pits when I follow through? I just wish I knew the reasons, the rhythm, the rhyme in all this. I know God works in weird ways, and I may be foolish, but I just don’t see any great plan in this. If anything, it seems to be a plan of disaster! But I believe there is a reason. The circumstances—so many!—dictate it. 

I just want to know.

WHY?

Well. Drake was supposed to come over, but he never did. Les and Amanda came over. Les is doing a Mesozoic project, I found some dinosaur images for him. I really like dinosaurs. At first I felt led to study them as a career, but now it has downgraded to a hobby. His biology teacher said that liking dinosaurs was a kiddie stage, and everybody outgrows them. Well. I guess some stay children forever. Took Les home. He doesn’t have his driver license yet, because he still needs to take the classes. He drives a lot with his mom and dad though. Amanda, Ashlie and I went to pick up my friend Richard. He lives just south of the High School, next to the Chickapeek Wildlife Reserve. He is really into reading fantasy and stuff. We listened to Johnny Cash on our way to ½ Price Books, down in Franklin. I got three Stephen King books—Insomnia, Skeleton Crew, and Pet Sematary. We took Richard home, then dropped in on Chad and Erin. They were making out in Les’ room (Les was at work). Chad and Drake are leaving for Ichthus tomorrow. It is a Christian rock band tour festival. Talked to Lauren online a lot today. She is very cool; she says I am her new favorite person, especially because I am so enthusiastically into dinosaurs. Dropped off Amanda at her house. Amanda is very cool. One of Ashlie’s favorite friends.

Read Revelation, Chapter 6 before bed. Just felt led to read it. Sometimes that happens. You may think I am insane, but all day I jumped at phone calls, hoping it to be  Faith , calling to tell me, “I would like to go to the movie tomorrow.” Checked messages. Hoped. I fear it all to be so fruitless. God’s will be done. I am probably way over-exaggerating this whole  Faith -movie, boyfriend-girlfriend thing.

Is there a plan? I hope so. I really do. 

The President of the United States addressed the nation today. I wasn’t able to watch it. Got home too late from Small Group. 

April 22, 2004  Thursday

School. Came home. Spent all day waiting for Faith to call, waiting against all logic and common sense. Checking if she is online, yearning to know what was going through her mind about all this. Happy? Excited? Sad? Nervous? Scared? Wondering why I am denied a girl, while others who masturbate over porn three times a week, up-shirts girls, and treats people like crap, do get them. Or why am I denied a girl when God-haters, backsliders and spiteful others are blessed in this area. Solomon was right—we all are just dust. Came up, to go down. Perhaps there is not a grand plan to this. Or perhaps it is not God, but an opposing force, grabbing my ankles for  Faith ; mayhap God’s grand and beautiful plan is never to find a girl, for some unknown reason. Who am I to know?

On the ride home from school, on 700 WLW, the host was saying, A lot of people are really freaking out about this Hartford situation. I suspect it has something to do with the presidential election. It is coming up fast. Some conspiracy to help boost President Bush’s electoral college votes.

A caller: I hear that the same strange police calls have been coming in more frequently, radiating out of Hartford. Panicky and stuff. No one really understands. They say whatever this situation is, it is spreading, and spreading fast. Remember what Bush said? He said they were taking all measures and there was nothing to worry about

Nothing to worry about, he said.

Yes, Presidents never lie. But did you see his face? He looked terrified.

Caller: Some say there were gunshots heard outside the White House. 

Just a rumor, I think.

I find it bewildering that Washington, D.C. is pretty close to Hartford…

Caller: My cousin lives in Hartford. She called four days ago, and said things were fine. My cousin usually calls every day. I haven’t heard from her yet. I know something is wrong. I just don’t know what.
Dad, Les, Ashlie and I went out to eat at China Village. Big dinner. Refrained from eating too much. Ashlie told me, “You have sad, depressed eyes.” Wonder why. Mom working at the school tonight, Dad went to Small Group. I love them both so much. They are so good to me. It was raining really hard, overcast and gray. Les and I went walking through North Park in the rain; the paths turned into rivers, and the dry creek beds and twisting hill valleys turned into churning currents. Rain fell through the leaves, the creek roared. So peaceful. Our glasses fogged and dripped with water. Bought a dinosaur encyclopedia at ½ Price Books, Les and I went. Last luxury item before I start saving up for summer.

Even though Faith said no, I am glad I asked, or these pages would be filled with tears regretting not taking the risk. Perhaps it broke the ice for the future. There must be a reason. Such unbelievable ‘coincidences’ are not always coincidences! So I am okay. God’s will be done—be patient. Cooked chicken is better than raw chicken—an analogy, if you care. 

I wish Mom and Dad would get off Laura. She doesn’t even talk to me at school, even though I try. It is almost amusing.

Almost.

Oh. And some kid asked me if I was albino.

What else is new?

Tonight it is clearing up. It should be a really nice day tomorrow. I will turn off the nightlight over my bed and go to sleep. ‘Night.

ALPHA: The First Twelve Hours 
April 23, 2004  Friday
And when he had opened the second seal, I heard the second beast say, Come and see. And there went out another horse that was red: and power was given to him that sat thereon to take peace from the earth, and that they should kill one another: and there was given unto him a great sword.

--Revelation 6:3,4

6:00 a.m. 

Ashlie is sick

Conversation with Zack

The principal knows something
The alarm clock echoed in my ears, pulling me from a dream. In the dream,  Faith ’s dad found out that I had called her, and called me up. He wanted me to come over. In the dream, I expected him to want to beat me down. But instead he told me that he was very proud I was the one his daughter chose. And Faith jumped into my arms. We got into her violent-blue Sunfire, and drove to the movie. I let my loose fingers drift off the last tendrils of the dream, and turned over in my covers.

Golden light came in through the open window. Birds chirped. A car drove past down on the road. The tree outside my window spread its frosty leaves. A cold wind rushed over the comforter. A typical spring morning. I couldn’t get enough of it. I found myself tempted to close my eyes and drift off to sleep once more. But I refused to do so. The digital clock seemed to race through the numbers, and soon I had slept in seven minutes.

Dad walked in. His eyes were sunken, and he scratched his back. “Are you up?” Groggy. 

“I’m up,” I lied, lying in bed.

“You’re going to miss the shower.”

“I’m up.”

He grunted something and left. I lie in bed. I heard the shower head start to drip, then pour. Missed it.

I got out of bed and beat Ashlie to the shower. She banged on the door, but I drowned her voice out with the shower window. No shampoo. Oh well. My fault. No one ever showered in this bathroom. A measly half-bar of soap. I lathered it over my body, rinsed, dried, and got out.

I expected Ashlie to be angry, but instead she half-heartily just shoved me out of the way and lunged at the toilet seat. She opened her mouth, face tightened, and green vomit splattered into the toilet. Bile crept up the back of my throat. I turned away. She said, “Austin?” Raspy. “Can you tell Mom I’m sick? I threw up all over my floor last night.”

I remember snapping awake from the dream, and seeing those small, dark eyes staring down at me. Talk about a heart-attack in a box. The gloom melted. My eyes adjusted. Ashlie stood by my bed, in her bed clothes. I clung to the covers. The tree branches outside rasped against the window of my room, and wind howled from under the crack. I rested on the pillow: “What?” She croaked, “Can you sleep in my room?” It was only an hour past midnight. “What? Why?” “I’m scared.” “Scared of what?” “The storm. It’s scary.” “There’s nothing to be scared of.” She was on the verge of tears. Half lovingly and half grudgingly, I swung out my legs and got up, grabbing my blankets. I laid them out on her floor. She slid into bed, said, “I love you.” “I love you, too.” “Aren’t you going to kiss me good-night?” “No.”

Going into Ashlie’s room, I smelt the stench and backed out. I went into my parents’ bedroom. The bedroom bathroom door was shut, but wan light escaped from underneath. I woke Mom under the covers. “Ashlie is sick. Puking in the toilet. And she puked all over her floor last night, too.”

“Can you clean it up?”

The prospect was nothing appealing. “I woke up late…”

But she turned over and disappeared into her sleep.

Sighing, I hastily grabbed some cleaning solutions, a towel, and some paper towels. Closing my eyes, breathing through my mouth. Grabbed the stale puke up with the towels and threw them into her waste-basket. I slid it next to her bed. She would need it. Then I sprayed the stain with carpet cleaner and scrubbed it hard. Light bled through her window. Glanced at her Dalmatian clock. “No.” I only had ten minutes to get dressed.

Somehow I made it. Grabbed my keys, wallet, some Axe spray. Doused myself.

Dad came in, dressed in his robe. “My work called. For some reason the South Dayton Municipal Courts have been shut down. I don’t have to go to work.”

It meant nothing to me, except, “Then you can take care of Ashlie?”

“What? Isn’t she going to school.”

“Can’t you smell it?”

He wrinkled his nose. “Okay. Yeah. Better than work. I’ll pop her some medicine and buy her some soda from downtown. Do you know if Mom kept any of that club soda punch drink?”

I went for the door. “It’s in the refrigerator. Shake it up. The fruit settled.” 

“Thanks.” Almost half-consciously, “I love you.” Last time I’d hear it. Ever.

“Love you, too, Dad.” But did I mean it? Yes. Yes, I did.

The Jeep was parked on the curb. The windows were glazed with a thin layer of frost. The door opened easily, and I slid inside. Threw in the key, pressed the brake, shifted to drive, and sped away from home, gunning down the twisting subdivision streets until I reached the road leading east to the intersection settled by I.G.A. and the Springboro Plaza. I took a right turn, hitting student traffic through Olde Springboro. The time melted away. Considered taking a shortcut, but decided against it. Passed the Junior High School. Parents went in, dropping off kids. Yellow buses lumbered like beasts down the roads, brakes squealing. The High School entrance loomed, and I pulled in. Traffic lighter. Found my parking spot. Stepped out of the Jeep. I had enough time. Sigh of relief.

The Sunfire in the dream grilled past, and dove into a parking spot a few spaces down.

I walked over. Through the tinted windows, I saw two friends. And someone I couldn’t quite figure out.

The engine cut. The driver’s door opened. Faith stepped out. She had long brown hair, placid eyes, a tender build. Her smile resonated peace. She looked at me warily. I knew she was somehow afraid of me—not afraid like I was an axe-murderer. Maybe uncomfortable is a better word. Discomfort was written all over her wan grin. “How you doing?” I crooned.

“I’m fine. Tired.”

Her brother Zack appeared at the other end, throwing the book-bag over his shoulder. “Hey, loser.”

Zack passed me the basketball. It was getting late. My feet were tired. My legs were worn. He seemed never to want to stop. I ran my hand over the grainy, pebbly skin of the basketball, and checked it back. He easily scored before I could have moved. Should’ve rushed him. Cursed myself. Zack said, “I’m going to get a scholarship to Kentucky. Play basketball there.” “Are you really.” “Yeah. Big leagues. Get an education, too.” “Like you care.” “My mom cares.” I grabbed the rebound, leapt back, shot, banked it off, right into Zack’s hands. He shot and it swished through the hoop. “I’ve only beaten a game of HORSE with you once,” I said. He remarked, “And you’ve never let me live it down.” “Why should you care? It only shows how good you are.” He tossed the ball to me so hard it hurt in my gut.
I fake flicked him off. “Screw you.”

 Faith  turned away. No! But I said nothing. Zack came around from the rear of the car. “Flirting with my sister, Austin?”

 Faith ’s face flushed several shades of red; a glare at her brother.

“Flirting? No.”

“Did you know Faith went to a movie with another guy?”

My heart crumbled. But I wouldn’t let it show. I shot a look over at  Faith . “Awesome. Who’s that?”

“No one,” she said.

“Oh, come on. You did go to a movie?”

“His name is Hal.”

“Is he nice?”

“He’s nice.”

“That’s good. I didn’t know you knew him.”

“We bumped into each other in the halls.” Wanting nothing more to say, she headed for the door with the streaming flood of high school students.

Zack stood by my side. “She’s known you for how long, Austin?”

“What? Oh. Tired. I don’t know. Four years. Five.”

“And she wouldn’t go with you. But she didn’t know what’s-his-face-“

“Hal,” I threw in.

Zack nodded. “She hasn’t known him for a day yet. And she went to a movie with him yesterday.”

We strode for the entrance. Faith jumped into a wave of popular kids. “Do you have a point?”

“You know what this place is?”

“School.”

“Yes. And more. It’s a game. A game, Austin. You know what game?”

Might as well play along. “No. What game is it, Zack?”

“It’s a game where the losers die and the winners suffer. The dice are popularity and good looks.”

Mom always wonders why I think I’ll never have a girlfriend. I just shrug her off, but I do have reasons. Things are different then when she was in school. Any kind of boyfriend/girlfriend relationship nowadays—for the most part, though I can find a couple scarce exceptions—have been made into a status symbol. In High School, to go on a ‘date’ or ‘go out’ means not what it should, and kids do it for three reasons: popularity (dating the ‘right’ person will bring you into the social ‘upper class’); Reputation (if you are dating someone cool, then you’re automatically cool; if you don’t date, you’re average; if you date someone uncool, then you’re uncool, unpopular, a reject); Sex (kids want sex. I can’t tell you why high school kids are so horny, but we are. Guys look for girls—and vice versa—that is hot or cute and good-looking and popular… and then go screw them; a bad reason). With those three key principles, why do I have “0” chances of finding a girl? Because 1. people won’t become popular if they swing with me, 2. I’m not cool—my girlfriend would ‘drop’ or remain the same in the social game, and 3. I’m not a good-looking person. God didn’t bless me with good looks. I’m an oily, fat, acne-pussed, red-skinned freak no girl would ever dream—maybe have nightmares!—of sleeping with (hey, I know, I don’t need—or want—this kind of temptation, but I shouldn’t worry). Real relationships swing on a hinge of I-like-you-for-who-you-are-not-what-people-think-or-how-you-look dating. Real dating. Wonderful dating. Dating that makes daters happy (believe it or not). I don’t care what my girlfriend looks like, a girlfriend I am bound never to have. But girls nowadays only care about popularity, reputation and sex. Do you need an example? Les asked a girl out last school year. They had been friends, and the girl had admitted to Les’ face that she really did like him. They had kissed several times. Seems like a sure-fire win to ask, doesn’t it? But he didn’t look at the grim facts. Quoting Les, who quotes the girl, she said, “I like your personality and I like you, but maybe lose some weight and take care of your face…”  I won’t ever get a girlfriend because I’m not popular, not cool and beneficial to a dumb reputation, and I’m not physically attractive. Oh. I know. Forget about what’s important. Look at the glossy wrapping paper—screw the present underneath. You may think this twisting of what matters is coming mostly from what I see here at Springboro High School. Lo, it’s not. Yes, it’s here, but you would never believe that it runs rampant in the doors of my own Southwest Ohio Non-denominational Church. A body of Christ, infected to the core by the world. You might think I hate the girls who are like this. I don’t I don’t really hate anyone. But I am sorry. Not so sorry for me, but for them. Because when they grow up and marry the jocks and preps and the kids with the money, they will sit alone in their homes, within white-washed walls, and stare into the dreary rain, and wonder, Where did I go wrong? 
I noticed two police cars in the bus lot. Cops sat inside. One was reading a paper, the other sipping a paper cup of coffee. “You’re a weird guy, Zack.” Betraying all I knew. We pushed through the front doors. Some mangled talk of the Hartford situation. Growing. I could’ve cared less, but kept note for my journal that night. I never could have imagined how terrible the next several hours could possibly be.

Nightmares. Dreamscapes.

“You think I’m wrong?”

“No. You’re right.”

“Don’t count on getting her, man. She’s too obsessed with all the other crap.”

“Yeah. I know. I didn’t mean anything by the movie.” I side-stepped a teacher barreling through the commons. “I was going to go with Alex, then with Les, but they couldn’t make it, and Drake wasn’t old enough, and neither were you, and I knew your sister was seventeen, so-“

“You’re lying and you know it.”

D Hallway closed around us. “Whatever, Zack.”

The atrium loomed up. Brick pillars held up the second floor, and a rounded petition looked up past the railed sides of the second floor, to a looming glass dome shining sunlight down into the school. We split there. He was a freshman, and his hallway was in the other direction. He offered a hand. “I’ll see you at lunch.”

Shaking his hand, “You know it. Later, man.”

He called over his shoulder, “Forget her, man!”

Never heard that before.

I dismissed him with a wave of my hand.

On the way to class, I happened to steal a glance into the administrator’s office. I saw on the principal and vice principal’s faces a look I knew not too well—worry. Nervousness. Fear.

7:00 a.m. 

The boy in the nurse’s office

Conversation at the front desk

Outbreak 
I skipped into class several seconds late. I slipped through the door, tried to make it to my seat, but Ms. Hood glanced over her shoulder from the window. Her eyes glazed over. I stood entranced, a raccoon caught in the headlights of a speeding car. She growled, “That’s a detention. Get in your seat.” So my trek to being on time was another failure. Chalk up yet another detention. I slipped into my seat next to the chalkboard. Freshly-applied chalk dripped off the board.

Hood went to the front of the room. “How was-“ The phone hooked onto the wall rattled. She picked it up and started talking.

I opened up my folder, glanced at some Chemistry and World History homework, shut it. The Stephen King book of short stories, Skeleton Crew, looked interesting. The introduction last night was interesting. I grabbed it and flipped open to the story, The Mist. Looked out the window. A thin line of trees separated the school grounds and the Greenview neighborhood behind it. A mist curled around the trees and spilled over the grassy lawn, between picket fences and squat houses in Greenview. Mist. Mist has always been cool. In The Mist, the mist was a harbor of fiendish, almost prehistoric—or alien—creatures. However you interpret it. I imagined the mist crawling towards the High School, ominous and-

“Austin?” Hood called, setting down the phone. “Since you were so eager to wander the halls, why don’t you go down to the administrator’s office real quick and get me some papers. I forgot my attendance roster. Thank you.”

I set my book down. The Mist was just getting good. But in this hellish place, a run to the administrator’s office was better than Accounting. I said okay and went out the door.

The once swarming halls were empty; the hive dripped with silence. I came to the atrium. The glass windows reflected my figure as I walked towards the door. I had lost a lot of weight. Forty pounds. And building muscle, too. I had decided to get rid of my overflowing love handles and get set for summer. It would be great to be able to do push-ups without choking on my own fat. The door opened easily. I think it had been greased last night. They did stuff like that Sunday nights. 

The receptionist was gone. There were several chairs, and an aerial photograph of the school hooked onto the wall. I rapped my fingers on the desk. I would’ve rang a bell if there had been one. I waited. And looked up at a television. Just a blue screen. Usually they scrolled announcements. Not till about eight or nine, though. When kids started waking up. I rubbed my eyes. The white light from the double doors near the bus entrance burnt brightly. Reminded me of how tired my body really was.

Bit my bottom lip. Then my ears picked up something. From an office. No. The nurse’s ward. It sounded like the voice of an angry boy. No receptionist. Waited. No receptionist. Needed the papers. A girl walked the halls, collecting attendance rosters from little posts on the doors. The voices. The papers. 

I stuck to the walls and made my way into the corridor. Offices on either side. Glass windows revealed humming computer screens and empty chairs. I went on down the corridor. It bent to the side.

The voice grew stronger.

A sign hung over a door: NURSE’S OFFICE. Underneath it was a small square window. I pressed my face against it and peered inside.

A boy sat in a chair. His head was down, long hair falling in braids; he wore jeans and a long-sleeved, black Independent t-shirt. The principal stood to the side, rubbing his chin. A phone rested in his hands, and he looked agitated. The vice principal paced in circles around the chair, talking to the student. And the nurse. She looked the worst of them all. Painfully afraid. She stuck to the back of the room, next to a glass cabinet filled with gauze and first aide medicines. 

The voices passed through the door.

Vice principal: “Who was the last person you touched?”

Kid: “My mom when I kissed her good-bye.” Anger. Strange fury.

Matthew went into his mom’s room. She lay asleep in bed. Hazel morning light floated in from the one window. He knelt down beside her. One of the blankets fell to the floor; he rested his knee on it. He smiled. The sound of the shower shutting off, and feet scampering in the bathroom. His dad drying. Matthew’s mom slept soundly, eyes closed, lips quivering with every deep breath. Lost in a dream. A whirlwind. A whirlwind through a thorn tree. Matthew couldn’t know. He didn’t know. He kissed her on the cheeks. They were warm with life. She opened her eyes, and he kissed her on the lips. Nothing sensual—gross—just a motherly-son peck. He stood. “I’m going to school.” “I love you.” His dad was coming out. “I love you, too,” he said in a whisper, and scurried away. He knew this. His dad didn’t.

“Is your mom in an affair?”

“Whose business is that?”

“Did anyone else touch you?”

“No.” Malevolence. 

“Did you touch anyone?”

“I give high-fives to half the school.”

“Sensually.”

“What the heck kind of question is that?” Deeper anger. Guttural anger.

“Just answer the question, son.”

“I kissed my girlfriend. And she kissed me.”

“Is that all?”

“I kissed Ellie Grabeman.”

“Isn’t she going with Alan?”

“And another kid, I know! Don’t give me a dumb sermon!”

The vice principal grabbed the kid roughly by the arm. The kid howled, and ripped away. He lifted his face—and I wanted to jump backwards. His pale skin had gone a deep purple; his eyes had sunken into the back of his head; the lips curled back, revealing yellowing teeth. The veins in his neck bulged. Sweat cascaded down his face. I was horrified, yet entranced. I pulled myself back up to the glass.

The kid’s wild eyes darted between the three people in the room. He roared, “Let me out of here!”

“No,” the vice principal snarled. “No. I need to know what you’ve been up to.”

The kid snarled, “This isn’t right and you-“

Stepping forward, the principal placed a hand over the vice principal’s shoulder. “He’s sick.” To the kid: “You’re sick.”

“Really? Did it take a team of monkeys working around the clock to figure that one out?”

The nurse croaked, “Matthew, you’re sick. Look. We’ve called the paramedics…”

“I don’t need the dang paramedics! Let me out of this cage!”

“You’re not in a cage…” The principal looked straight at me. “Hey! There’s a kid out there!”

I ducked down and scrambled down the corridor, around the bend, nearly running into the receptionist. I swung around her, then remembered. “Ms. Hood left her attendance roster down here…” My voice seemed to strangely dance with an untamed, unprecedented reluctance. “She sent me to-“

“To crawl down the hallways? What’ve you been up to?”

“Looking for you. I waited.”

“Well. You found me.”

“Yeah. I did.”

She disappeared a moment, then returned, and handed him some papers. I heard shouting. She said, “Get along now.”

Remembered the kid’s name. I couldn’t help asking. “What’s up with Matt?”

She frowned. “You know him?”

“He’s a friend of mine.”

“I just didn’t think a skater and a nerd would be-“ She shook her head. “I didn’t mean to stereotype.”

“What’s wrong with him?”

“How do you know him?”

“He’s my next door neighbor.”

“Then you know what happened to his mom?”

“What? No. What?”

“Her husband woke up—Matthew’s step-father—and found his mom missing. She had slept on the couch downstairs. I guess he got drunk, and she didn’t sleep with him when he’s drunk. That’s what Matthew said.”

“Yeah… He’s an alcoholic.” I didn’t know the kid. But it sounded good enough.

“Sad thing. But the back door was knocked off its hinges. And she was gone. Matthew remembers her kissing him before she went downstairs to bed. The dog was gone, too. And then Matthew broke out in these purplish rashes, and his skin got all tight, his eyes bulged, lips curled. Really something terrible.” Under her breath, “I saw something on television. About Hartford. They had found someone roaming about twenty miles northwest-“ Our direction. “-and they looked exactly like this kid here. And this woman. She was angry. Really angry. Screaming and hollering. Flailing her arms. She reached out for anyone who got close. She couldn’t speak. Just angry ranting. No words. Sounds. Hideous sounds. Horrible sounds. Made my blood run cold. They had her bolted in chains. And they said that they had more, and they were all very angry. Then the video-tape cut off.”

“And the woman in the video looked like Matt?”

“Yes. Except he seems a lot less—seriously ill.”

“Is it a disease?” The Hartford disease. Catchy.

“Yeah. They don’t know how it’s transmitted, though. They think through sensual contact. Body fluids. Saliva, blood, what-not. All of the government workers have been warned that if any of the symptoms break loose, to restrain the victims and call for help.”

“I saw some police cars outside…”

“They left. Had other things to do.”

I glanced out towards the bus entrance. A patrol car pulled along the curb. “This looks serious.”

“It is serious. All of Hartford is wiped out, I think.”

“From this disease?”

Her face hardened. “From something.”

The cops were coming into the building. Shouting from the nurse’s office, echoing down the corridors. I dipped away and scurried back to class, holding the papers under my arm. Everyone stared at me as I walked in. I suspect my face was ashen white. Hood said, “Did you get the papers?”

I nodded, and handed them to her.

“What took you so long?”

“The receptionist was busy?”

“You’re wasting my time.”

Why do some teachers just always have to complain? Saying nothing, I dropped into my seat. The Stephen King novel just lay there. I didn’t want to read it anymore. The boy’s angry yells were engraved in my mind. How his mom had disappeared. Why couldn’t she have just opened the door and slipped out? Why’d she barge her way out of the house? I shuddered at reasons. None stood unbeaten. 

My thought was broken. Some kid said, “Hey! Outside!”

Hood. “What is it, Jeff?”

“An accident! An accident in the subdivision!”

Kids leapt from their seats and crowded the windows. I was slow, and couldn’t get to the two windows. And I had been born with short genes. I couldn’t see over the tops of their heads. I pieced the image together in my mind. An image I didn’t want. An image made up of shocked words from the students’ mouths.

The driver looks okay, he just got out of the car

Why did the one swerve into the other lane?

He’s getting out of his car

What’s wrong with him? He looks so messed up.

What’re they doing?

Oh my gosh, he just tackled him! He’s beating him on the pavement!

He’s killing the other guy! He’s yelling and killing and beating him to death!

The trees! The trees! Look at them!

Who do you think they are?

They don’t look healthy

I got a genius idea, and stood atop a desk. The caps of the students ran to the windows. I could barely make out the base of the tree line. The mist. Skeleton Crew. Out of the mist were foggy shapes, humans, except they seemed to be hunched over, arms dangling, legs leading them this way and that. The figures materialized out of the mist. Men and women. Regular people. Some had blood stains on their clothes. But most were just covered with that purple discoloration, the sunken eyes, venomous teeth. Absolutely awful-looking. They were heading towards the school, through the brown, curling grass of the lawn, between pounds of moss-ridden dirt. They ambled along, with no directive. Aimlessly. Some tilted their heads. Others fell, only to get back up. Drool dripped down their faces. The beauty on the outside replaced with horrible ugliness; the beauty on the inside just stripped away, revealing the dark malice and sin beneath.

I jumped off the desk, barged through the door. Hood didn’t even yell at me. I could see students in the hall, talking hurriedly. Some teachers came out, trying to calm everyone down. I jogged over to the atrium and peered down; a cop stood there. In one hand was a 9mm, the other a radio. He held the radio less tense than the gun. Some kids bounced into me. I didn’t care. Doors opened and kids staggered out of classrooms.

Did you see them? See them in the field?

There’s smoke over South Dayton, something is burning

There’s a big accident on Main Street and its burning

There are people down there, coming towards the school!

People?

They don’t look right. They look sick.

I half-ran, half-fell down a flight of steps, landing on the ground floor. Kids were here and there, thick as flies over carrion. I thought of carrion. Dead animals. I thought that the people coming towards the school were a lot like dead animals. 

There was a crash, a shatter, a scream—horrendous—and a shout.

I looked over.

Kids shouted and hollered and ran. Glass covered the floor from one of the doors leading out the concrete patio encircling the school. I could see hands reaching through the glass, groping. A hand grabbed the shirt of a football player, but he ripped free. He punched the figure, which I couldn’t see, and the hands slithered out. A stampede erupted as another door bent open, and a deranged woman gushed in. She was large and overweight, purple flesh rolling through her shirt. She stumbled into the corridor and wrenched a kid, throwing her against a locker; the girl beat the brute, and the woman smashed her face into the girl’s face, bashing it in. Blood flowed over the woman’s arms. She sunk her teeth into the girl’s broken face, the girl’s ragged screams jagged with agony.

I couldn’t move, even with all the kids sprinting past, here and there. The girl dropped to the ground; the woman ran down the hall. The other door burst open, and several male figures entered, twitching and flailing. I felt a bulge, pain, streaking pain; my shirt tugged back; I glanced over my shoulder. Through broken glass an elder’s face glared at me, the once-happy and comical age lines now replaced with hatred and blood lust. Blood dripped from his lips. I tore away and fell against the water fountain. Collapsed to the floor.

From the floor, I saw feet running past. The door at my feet splintered open. The man rushed in and tackled a kid to the ground, beating him with his fists. I was too paralyzed to help, the youth’s bitter screams resounding painfully in my ears. Then I saw the girl who had been mashed in the face getting to her feet. Blood flowed like a river, but somehow she stood, one eye caked in warm blood. She stared right at me, and surged towards my sprawled position; her manicured hands snapped and jolted; her mouth furled back, revealing yellowing teeth. Her eyes locked with mine.

Nightmares

One word. I ripped myself to my feet and surged down the hallway. Kids were pouring down the steps leading to the second story. Some were even going up. Why, I don’t know. I doubt they escaped. The atrium was pandemonium; some kids lay trampled, groping at wounds. Others screamed and cried. Several large and muscular kids pinned themselves against the bus entrance doors; against the doors, several wracking people threw their bodies, clawing at the glass. Infected. Infected. That’s what they were. Infected. Like the boy.

The boy.

 I spun around to see the boy coming at me. His braids covered his fiendish face. He let out a snarl, a scream, a howl, blood-chilling. He came at me fast. A kid jumped out of the way. I hunched and drilled my foot into the kid’s chest, tossing him down. He hit hard and growled—or roared?—at me. He reached for my ankles, and pulled himself to them, ready to sink in his teeth. I remembered the girl. How she awoke. How she had become something so… evil. The kid’s teeth glimmered; I stumbled away, but fell, landing on my tail bone. Pain. Didn’t care. I kicked Matthew—it wasn’t Matthew anymore—in the face, and blood flowed from the shoe imprint. He fell back, scraping at the wound.

I got to my feet and joined the crowd.

Those barring the door were thrown back as the people threw their entire weight onto the door. They fell to the ground, and the infected swarmed over them like bees in a hive. The kids screamed for help, tried to get up, but the infected let them up not, and beat them and sank their teeth into them and clawed at them and ripped at their clothes, their flesh, those mangled screams. Mutilated cries.

I stood near one of the brick pillars of the once-silent atrium. Those holding the doors got to their feet, sluggishly, and their faces went purple, eyes sunken. Infected. They headed towards the crowd. A girl ran after one of them, screaming for her brother; her brother grabbed her and threw her against the wall, then ripped off her arm. Blood gushed all over the glass trophy display, staining the titles. She screamed and cried as her brother murdered her under the effects of the disease.

The crowd tugged me along. Down D Hallway. Into the commons. The infected were everywhere, pouring through windows and doors. I fell between two tables; an infected came at me; I kicked a table over, hurling it at him; the infected fell. I snatched my chair, on my feet. Another came at me, out of the shadows. It was a kid. A teen in my health class. I bashed her with the chair, then stomped down on her throat. She gurgled. Tears. Wanted to cry. Didn’t.

The band hallway appeared to be miles away. I ran for it. Somehow I reached it, went through swinging doors. I turned to see three infected humans coming at me. An older man and two teens from the school. One bled profusely from the leg. I kicked the doors outward, knocking them down, and raced down the hallway.

A teacher appeared, hollered, “What’s going on out there!” 

“Run!” I hollered, tried to run past.

He grabbed me. The weight-lifting coach. 

Gym class. 2003. End of the year physical exams. Coach’s whistle dangled by his scuffed neck. Veins bulged under his skin. Deep-voiced. “Grab a partner, fall on the mat, sixty push-ups in a minute! That’s a sit-up a second!” We know. I grabbed Cliff. Somehow I made it through. “Push-ups. Fifteen per person. Let’s go. Come on. Who’s first?” The girls were watching. I was uncomfortable. Ben went. I had been hoping to beat him. He didn’t seem winded. I crunched down and started. My muscles began to twitch, to burn, to shake. Only ten. Kept going. Sweat popped over my brow. “Practice!” Ashlie told me. “Practice! Practice! Gotta practice or you’re gonna flunk.” “I know what I’m doing,” I told her. I fell to the ground exhausted. Fourteen. The coach laughed at me and took my grade down in a book. The girls laughed. Ashlie was right again. She hardly ever struck a wrong note.

Coach snarled, “Where do you think-“

The doors flipped open and the infected came through, growling.

The coach’s brow creased. “What in the-“

A connecting hallway spilled the female gym teacher. She hollered and ran at us. I pulled free and bolted for glass doors leading to a grassy lawn, which bordered the parking lot. It looked clear. I shook the doors. Locked. The weight-lifting teacher swung at the gym teacher and knocked her to the ground. The other three intercepted, and he swung left and right; he fell, blood flowing from his arm. The infected jumped all over him. Finally he threw them off. But when he stood, he wasn’t the gym teacher.

He stared at me.

No… No… I rattled the doors… No.

He came toward, lumbering. I was pinned. The doors jolted back and forth. I let out a scream, hunched back, and kicked the glass as hard as possible. It webbed. I kicked again, and it splintered. I ducked and punched my hands into the glass. Shards cut my hand.

Coach reached for me.

I ducked threw; his hands brushed my feet, and I curled fetal outside under the warm sun.

Coach shook the doors, unable to fit through. He roared. The other infected came to the door. One could fit through. I didn’t wait to see how long it would take.

I ran across the grassy knoll. Smoke rose above the skyscrapers plastered against the jagged mountains, curling around the towering buildings. I could see the Junior High. Little kids ran, their screams rushing my ears. High School kids gushed from several entrances, running for their cars. Some already reached the parking lot, gunning for home, in terror. Infected beings ran between the cars, from the trees, and came from the surrounding neighborhoods. Horns honked everywhere. Madness. In the distance I could hear the smashing of metal, screams and cries. An explosion shook the ground. 

The infected crawled through the hole and ran after me.

I jumped five feet over the grass and landed hard on the street. A car revved right for me. I ran across the street. The infected jumped, landing hard, sprawling. He looked up as the car smashed into him, rolling over his body. Cared not to see the carnage. I ran between the aisles, searching for my Jeep. Fear. My keys. They were there. I found the Jeep Cherokee, the green paint warm under the spring sun. My door was locked.

Some of the infected rummaging the parking lot saw me and started coming towards me.

I fiddled with the keys. Dropped them. Tried again. Dropped them.

They were near. So near. Too near. They hollered. Blood-curdling hollers.

“God help me…” The key twisted. I jumped in, slammed the door, locked it.

An infected hurled himself against the car door window, spreading drool and blood over the glass. I started the engine, telling myself to calm down, threw it into reverse, and stamped the gas. I jerked the wheel and reversed, swinging in an arch, parallel to the car lane. 

And I saw Faith standing by her Sunfire. Her keys were missing. Tears crawled down her face. An infected rushed at her. Another from the other side. I didn’t see Zack. I hit the gas, raced forward, slammed the brakes. I reached under the seat, grabbed an iron bar used for installing tires, unlocked the car, jumped out. I shouted at her. She turned, pointed. I ducked just as an infected swung out at me. I jabbed the pointed end of the bar upwards, into the infected beast’s stomach. It fell back, groping at the wound, falling against a truck. Blood spread between his fingers.

“Get in!” I shouted.

 Faith  raced forward and dove through the front seat. An infected came at the door. It was my Government teacher; she had given me the Gold Coin award because I was, in her words, a “hard-working, determined student with a good attitude, and very admirable.” Now she ran towards me, bleeding from the eye, wailing like a burnt banshee. Another came from behind, hunched over and corroding from morality. 

I hopped in, slammed it shut, hit the gas. Left both behind me. “What’s going on!” she cried.

“I’ve no idea.”

I sped down the lane, out onto the exit road, and hit the gas hard as possible. An infected darted in front of us; I hit it, shocked I had hit a person. The body thumped on the windshield, pulled a cartwheel and landed behind us, bones broken and smeared. I pulled onto the main road. The stoplights were dim. I sped past the Junior High, towards Olde Springboro. For home.

Left the High School behind.

Alive.

 Faith  gaped at me. “My brother…”
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Main Street

40 Willow Drive

Revelation
Main Street was a disaster. Accidents cluttered the roadway; cars burned; vehicles had slid into ditches. Smoke gushed from the burning skeletons of Miatas and Fords and Pontiacs. Vehicles went my direction, shakily swerving ahead of and behind me. Some went the other direction, high-tailing it out of downtown South Dayton. Infected walked the road and roadsides, legs cutting through a shallow morning mist that lapped at the street sides. Faith hunched over, sobbing, repeating over and over, “My brother, my brother, my brother…” Zack. I wasn’t going back. Sorry buddy. Not a chance. I jerked the wheel and served around the collision of a truck and van; a man was crawling out of the truck back window. I stole a look into the glass window and saw an infected rushing the truck. Nightmarish. What had happened to these people? I really didn’t know. And still don’t.

I felt bad for  Faith . But every time she said, “My brother…” I thought of Ashlie.

I cared more about Ashlie than I did anyone else.

The Jeep shook, an infected jumping onto the top. I could hear his scratching. Faith looked up. I gritted my teeth. Slammed the brakes. The mutant flailed forward, hitting the hood, grasping at the smooth paint, fell next to my front tires. I hit them hard. The Jeep bounded twice, crunching the body into the pavement. The wheels jammed. We were next to the entrance of a subdivision. The infected were pouring after us, running through lawns and backyards and coming right for us. The wheels shook back and forth. No. No. The Jeep bounded forward, spraying the blood of the victim all over the sprinting infected.

“Traffic,” I muttered under my breath.

Smoke rose from Olde Springboro. Some buildings held shattered glass, others were billowing flames and smoke from the windows. Infected ran the sidewalks. Little children ran amok. The two little kid schools were on either side, and they emptied into Olde Springboro. The infected grabbed them and attacked. The kids’ screams filled my ears even through the windows. Little kids always had such high-pitched shrieks. A little girl threw herself against the window; blood gushed from her scalp, stringing her clotted strands of hair. She stared at us through  Faith ’s window, opened her mouth. I stamped the gas and sped away, rolling over her foot with the tires; she just watched us go, then turned on a panicking classmate.

Everyone was panicking.

A cloud of smoke blew over the Jeep, thinned. A seven-car pile-up blocked my way, the road home. I did a U-turn, ramping the sidewalk, nearly missing a light pole. I went back the other direction. A Honda erupted from the smoke, nearly hitting me. Accidents. I turned right onto a road I knew fairly well. It went right past the gun-shop. I heard sputtered shots; someone was on the roof, shooting down, spraying the road with lead. Several bleeding humans filled the road, and I just ran them over. I didn’t care. Bullets popped and sprinkled through the metal, pinging inside the Jeep. One shattered my dashboard. Another entered the seat near my neck, spitting puffs of cotton and burning my skin. The road twisted and turned into a rolling mass of subdivision. 

Some homes billowed smoke. I went around an accident in flames, the broiled body of a human flailing about, writhing in fire. People ran out of their homes. Infected wandered, and attacked all who moved. One tried to get to us, but we were too fast, leaving him dwindling behind. I saw with my own eyes horrible things. Men and women beaten down by infected; some walking without arms, crawling without legs, moving despite the loss of blood; little children from the schools wondering like zombies; accident victims feebly fighting off vicious assailants; infected coming out of homes, drenched in blood. So terrible. I wanted to cry.

I want to cry now.

We pulled down another road. It was mostly quiet. Quieter. Another turn. People stood outside their doors, watching us, saw blood plastered over the wheels and staining the forest green paint. I yanked the Jeep to a halt, pulling up into the driveway of Les’ home. I opened the door.

 Faith  gawked at me. “What are you doing? Don’t go out there!”

“I have to get Les.” Les was home-schooled. He should be there.

“No…”

I slammed the door and raced up the steps to their front door. Rang the doorbell. Why not just go inside? Strange how one reacts under pressure. Tried the handle. Locked. Heard shouts and shrieks and horns and the billowing of fire. Smoke curled into the sky. The sky-scrapers in the distance were wearing smoke and ashes and fire and brimstone like the crowns of hell. 

A neighbor yelled, “What’s going on!”

“Get inside!”

Several infected appeared down by the street. They saw an older woman and ran for her.

I looked to  Faith . No. Motioned for her to come.

She shook her head.

The door opened. I barely noticed. An infected clambered down a fence next door, came right at me. Les opened the door. I jumped inside. Saw  Faith . She was locking the Jeep doors. I slammed the front door and locked it with haste. Les stared at me in ultimate confusion. It was silent in his home. The walls were sound-proof. 

Falling against the wall, I gasped for breath. Afraid I would slip into shock.

“What are you here for?” Les asked. Then, “Are you okay?”

I shook my head no. “Les… Have you heard-“

“Heard what?”

“Outside?”

“What about it?” He reached for the door.

Slapped his hands away. “No. You can’t go out there!”

“Why not?”

“Because they’re out there!”

The glass window shuttered. Les peered over, and recoiled in shock. The neighbor I had talked to just moment before sprayed the window with blood from a wound on the neck. Rabid eyes. I shuddered to look. The palms pressed against the window. The eyes stared at us. Chest heaved. Blood dripped down the shirt.

“That’s Mr. Gray!” Les shouted. “We have to-“

“No.” I blocked his way to the door. “It isn’t Mr. Gray. Not anymore.”

“What?”

“Do you see him? See his eyes?”

But Mr. Gray was gone. Blood smeared the window. Les went closer. “Austin! It’s  Faith .”

“She’s in the Jeep.”

“The Smiths down the street are trying to get in.”

Halloween 2002—Chad, Drake, Les and I walked down the street. Yellow and orange lights blazed in trees and porches; stuffed straw phantoms and the sounds of ghouls through CD speakers wafted down the street. Our bags sank low with candy but we weren’t close to giving up. At least not until the Gates’ would eventually call the cops because we were ‘disturbing the peace.’ Whatever. Chad led us to the Smiths’ porch, and they were sitting there. Mr. Smith worked at the bank and smoked a pipe; the smoke curled eerily around his face, but his eyes sparkled with love. His wife held out a bag of candy. “Who are you guys supposed to be?” Les had thrown on a bunny suit, and Drake wore a bunny mask. Chad wore one of my plaid shirts and droopy pants; Kurt Cobain, he said. They convinced me into wearing an M&M suit and I strode around thinking eminem over and over in my head and feeling the awful irony of it all. Especially when people from school gawked. The night held my burning face. But Mr. Smith laughed at me, and his wife smiled. I figured it was a good costume, because Mrs. Smith gave me extra candy for it—M&Ms to be exact. Kind of a subliminal joke. But I don’t like M&Ms, so I gave them to Chad. 

I ran around next to him. Infected clambered over the car. An older man and woman. The spots of blood on the clothes implied Mr. Smith had killed his wife, and the two of them went infected and exploded from their little retirement home. Smith was atop the Jeep, pressing his head and hands and knees and feet against the cold top. His wife—what was left of her—squatted next to  Faith ’s door, wrestling the door-jamb, snarling into the window. More infected swarmed from the homes.

“Are all your doors locked?” I breathed.

“All of them. Since you locked this one.”

Honking, a car crash, shearing metal. Down the street. The floor rocked.

“We have to get her out of there.”

“The Smiths are nice people, I wouldn’t-“

“Les, just shut up and look at them! Here’s my plan—you have a paintball gun, don’t you?”

He nodded. “It’s in Jack’s room.”

“Get it. Shoot from the window, down at the Jeep. It should scatter your neighbors. And I’ll grab Faith and we’ll come back in. Sound good?”

“Sounds like a disaster.”

“I know. Do it.”

He rolled his eyes and raced up the steps. I stood by the front door, unlocking it. Grabbed the knob. Rested my shoulder against the door in case anyone—anything—tried to get in. Clattering and shuffling upstairs. A pause. Creaking. The upstairs window opening. Then I heard the pops from upstairs, and through the window heard the screeches of the infected as they scattered off the Jeep and ran for cover. I flung open the door and raced out there, to the Jeep. Faith looked terrified, ashen-faced and red-eyed. I grabbed the doorknob. “Unlock it!” She shook her head. The infected were out on the street. Les was still shooting, sending them this way and that. Paintballs splattered everywhere. “ Faith ! You have to open the door!” She did, and I grabbed her arm, yanking her out. The paintballs ran out. The Smiths cocked their heads and stared at us; one revealed a maw of yellow teeth.

They charged.

“ Faith ! Faster!” We ran up to the door. I shoved Faith inside.

The Smiths ran past the Jeep, barreling right for us. No longer the innocent Halloween grandparents.

Monsters.

I dove inside and slammed the door shut, locking it. The door shook as the Smiths threw themselves against it. Creaking. Dust off the hinges. I heard the hinges would snap and they’d stumble inside. But the door stopped shaking. Faith had fallen to the ground. Went to the window. The Smiths meandered around the Jeep. A man was running down the sidewalk, running with no direction. The Smiths growled and ran at him. I turned my head and went over to  Faith .

“You okay?”

She nodded, holding back more tears.

My heart pounded. Les came running from downstairs. The paintball gun was in his hands.

“Thanks,” I said. “Disaster avoided.”

Les said, “It’s not safe down here. That glass could break. Upstairs. Jack’s room has about fifteen hundred locks on the door, bolted windows and a bathroom.” We followed him up the twisting staircase and into Jack’s room. Les shut the door, twisted the lock. A desk, a dresser. Television. Bed. Jack was off at college. Left that morning. Windows overlooked the side yard and the street. The door to the bathroom was on one hinge. That window peered into the backyard. A toilet, a shower, some cabinets, a sink.

Water.

I ran some into cupped hands and drank it down greedily. Les stood by the window. Faith sat on the bed, staring at the wall. Dried my hands, exited the bathroom. Les said over his shoulder, “The Smiths are gone. There’s others, though. They look like demons out of hell.”

“Don’t let them see you.”

“They can’t get in here,” Les replied.

Shattering glass downstairs, hollers floating to the door. Faith stared at the door-knob.

I croaked, “Sure about that?”

Les ducked away from the window and sat down next to  Faith , pointing the gun at the door. I stood near the bathroom. Silence. Then the sound of pots falling from the downstairs kitchen. Their dog started barking. Another sound in the barking. The barking stopped, cut off by a rising squeal, then tapering off in a mangy gurgle. Les’ eyes glazed over, and his Adam’s apple bobbed. Scuffling feet. Sweat dripped down my face. The fan overhead hung low, turned off. I yearned so much for its breeze. Faith was whimpering; Les held the paintball gun and pointed it at the door. Now I wonder why we had a paintball gun. Lot of good it would do us. We were just scared. Scared crapless. Not thinking straight.

Someone was moving around downstairs. Suddenly I looked over to Les, and mouthed, Your mom?

He didn’t notice. I returned my gaze to the door. It seemed to loom bigger and bigger.

The feet tampered downstairs, then began coming up the steps. Creak-creak-creak. Each step resounding, sending fear riveting through us.  Faith ’s whimpering was growing louder. Tears swelled under her eyes. Who could really blame her? She opened her mouth, dragging for air. Les stared at her in horror. I rushed forward, lightly, and threw my hand over her mouth, muffling a cry. The footsteps stopped. 

Silence. Eternity.

Then the person came for the door, and stopped right outside it. A jingling. The door-knob bent down, then rattled. The lock kept it from opening. It rattled harder, harder, harder. Quiet. The footsteps trotted backwards, and vanished. We listened for ages, for anything, ears drowning the noise outside the windows and jumping at every crack and nuisance outside Jack’s door. 

Minutes passed. I removed my hand from  Faith ’s mouth. She dropped her head into her hands.

Les swallowed. His face was pale. I think his dog’s dwindling screams ran the treadmill in his mind. “Do you think he’s gone?”

“How should I know?” I went over to the window. Smoke rose from many different places. Down the street, a van had slammed into a light pole, tearing it down. The driver was gone. Blood splattered the pavement. A few infected danced here and there, crawling like animals, along the sides of houses, but it seemed they exited down the street corner, heading towards the gut of Springboro—No, I thought. They were heading for Downtown South Dayton. Where my dad worked. But we was at home. So was my mom and sick sister. I suddenly yearned so strongly for all of them. “We need to go.”

 Faith  finally spoke. “Are you insane?”

“My family is at home. My dad has probably protected them. They are worried about me.”

“Who cares if they’re worried?” Les said. “You’re safe here.”

“For how long?”

 Faith  wailed, “It’s death out there!”

It’s death out there death death out there death out there

I went to the other window. The keys were in my pocket. The Smiths had vanished. The Jeep just sat there in the driveway. “My Jeep has enough gas. The sick people” but were they people?—“seem to be leaving.”

“Going where?”

“Towards South Dayton. I don’t know. But there’s not as many out there now.”

“We don’t know where the Smiths are, or Mr. Gray,” Les said. He looked at the door. “Or the person in the house.” He gripped the paintball gun even tighter. White knuckles.

They could argue all they wanted. I didn’t care. “I’m leaving.”

“Not me,” Les said.

Faith said the same.

I only shrugged. “Well. You guys are smart, I guess. But to all his own. Now.” I went for the door.

Les jumped in front of me. “No.”

“You can’t make me stay,” I said.

“Look. There’s someone or something out there. Maybe just outside the door.”

“No.”

“You’re going to get us all killed.”

Faith managed, “It’s death out there!”

“Look out the window,” I said. “They’re leaving.”

“You don’t know that. There’s no way you can know that. Maybe they’re hiding.”

“And planning an ambush? These people act like animals, not people. No organization.”

“Stop talking. Just stop.”

I pushed him out of the way, but he shoved me back. I fell into the dresser. Pain streaking along my back. He towered over me, suddenly taller. I kicked him in the groin and shoved him down onto the bed; Faith leapt out of the way. Fuming, I ripped open the door and ran into the dark hallway. Faith raced forward, shouted, “Austin! Get back in here!” I kept my back to her. SLAM. Turned. The door was shut. Click. She locked it tight. She was crying again. I could hear it through the door. Les was saying something under his breath.

I tottered down the steps to the front door. I grabbed the cool handle. But I couldn’t go out. I thought of the two of them upstairs, refusing to move. Stubborn. And dying up there. Someway, somehow. And their bodies rotting, leaving retired skeletons. The bones yellowing with age. And me sitting at home drinking and eating, surviving the outbreak, and knowing I left them just to die. I let go of the door. Divorcing myself. I went into the kitchen. Can’t tell you why I didn’t go upstairs. But I opened a drawer and withdrew a dull steel butcher knife. When I headed back to the stairwell, I looked into the living room, and saw a stream of blood flowing from around the bar. The blood went past my feet. Such a dark red. 

Now I went towards the bar. Curiosity drew me. Perplexed. The dog’s nuzzle pointed from around the bar, mouth slack. The fur glowed dark red, matted down with blood. The tongue, thick and swollen, lay splattered over the bloody tile. The knife held rigid in my hands. Then the dog’s head pulled back a moment, then returned to where it was. The fur had a dent where its head had been resting. Now the angle was different. I peered over the counter.

A teen from across the street wore nothing but shorts, and had three ragged slashes down his mottled back. Hair drenched with sweat and blood dangled down his scalp. I let out a muffled cough. The head snapped up. Flesh and fur and meat and muscle hung from his jaws, blood dripping down his chin and running down his neck. Those sunken eyes stared at me as if in wonder, then the jaws opened in a gruesome screech. He straightened up and lunged at me; I backed away from the bar, but he fell over it. Bloody claws scraped at me as his legs kicked. I drew the knife out; he hollered at me, and I sunk the blade down into his scalp, pressing down with force and feeling the scalp shatter under the tip and blade of the dagger; blood squirted all over my shirt. He twitched once, then lay still. Blood gushed up and around the knife. I let it there and collapsed onto the cough, breathing so hard I felt my lungs would burst. The blood only smeared all over my hands and shirt when I found the stupidity to try and wipe it off.

Sunlight from the window caressed my face. It was broken, a gaping hole looking into the room. Glass shards covered the floor, glittering like jewels in the morning light. A fine wind breathed in, and I welcomed it. The street was deserted. I saw a man run down the sidewalk, obviously in fright. But he was not chased. Why was he running? Then I knew. We all had to run. No one was safe. Hartford was a nightmare. It succumbed. And I had a thought, a fear, a revelation: we will succumb, too.

All of us.
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Chris King no more

Dead are not dead

What happened to Faith’s brother
So I went back upstairs. What else to do? I didn’t feel like waiting for death by the broken window. The door was locked. I felt fear ripple through them when I jiggled the door-knob. They got the message when I knocked and let me inside. 

Faith looked at me. “Did you change your mind?” Then she saw the blood spattered over my clothes, her hand flashed up over her mouth, and she fell back against Les. Les just gaped at me in shock. Faith turned and dropped back to the bed, and started to cry again. Hands folded over her head, tears dripped between tender fingers.

“What in the name of everything sacred happened?” Les mouthed, jaw dropping as if all the muscles suddenly popped loose.

My breath still came in ragged breaths. The blood was warm on my hands. “You were right. There was someone out there.” My own voice surprised me—my soul was churning, mind screaming, and all that came was a detached drone.

Les nodded. “Is the person still there?”

Shook my head. “No.”

“Do you want some water?”

“Yeah.” I allowed myself into the bathroom, ran water over my hands. The light above me bobbed. Surprising, with all the accidents and fires and mayhem, the electricity was still running. Then I remembered that Springboro was hooked onto a back-up electricity generator. It had a couple of hours of electricity stored on it, so we had—I looked at my watch. Only about another two hours and the electricity would short out. I feared for good. By noon, we’d be without power. And night. I pushed it from my mind. Didn’t want to worry about that. My stomach growled, and bladder cried. I relieved myself.

Knock knock on the door. Les. “Is it safe to go downstairs?”

“Should be. Just don’t look in the living room.”

“Why?”

“Not now. I don’t want to think about it.” I zipped up.

When I washed my hands and left the bathroom, only Faith was there. She stood before the window. The door was shut and locked. Les even locked himself out. Smart guy. I went over to her and stood beside the window. We peered between the branches of a splendid oak. Fresh leaves blossomed and swayed in the wind. The street was deserted. Sirens in the distance, with honking. The faint whisper of screams. I didn’t understand why we were so alone. Then I figured, we weren’t. They had to be out there. But where?

“Do you know why,” Faith said, surprising me, “do you know why my brother wasn’t with me?”

I didn’t answer.

“Do you think I would’ve left Zack?” Her eyes bore into me, dangerous. “Do you think I would have abandoned my brother?”

“No.”

“I loved him.” Loved. Past. No. “I loved him so much. I don’t care how many times he hit me, knowing that I didn’t like it. I always complained about how much it hurt, and how I hated it.” She rubbed her arm. “I didn’t like it. But it didn’t hurt. He never would hurt me. He didn’t do it to hurt me so much as to tease me. He felt comfortable teasing me. He loved me. And no matter how much he drove me insane, no matter how angry and irritated it drove me, I always loved him. I missed him on school vacations.” She shook her head, tears swelling. She looked directly at me. Voice choppy, choked. “I loved my brother, Austin. You know I wouldn’t have left him behind.”

“I know that,” I said, more than uncomfortable. 

She managed through weak sobs, “I tried… You know I… But it… He…” 

“It’s okay…”

“No. No. Don’t say that. It’s not okay.” She wiped tears away with her hand. “Austin… I watched him. I saw what happened to him. I saw it. I saw my brother. I loved him.” And she said no more, but the cries overcame her, and she went over to a beanbag chair and dropped down, curling into a fetal position facing the wall. Tears crawled down her face, stained the wooden panel flooring. I saw her shivering under those clothes, shaking in mourning, I heard her choking wails and cries. I saw her stringy hair sticking to her face as her eyes bulged and throat rasped and tongue swelled. My heart melted.

Knocks at the door. At first I didn’t move, but I walked over and opened it.

“It’s Chris King,” Les told me, in a daze. “He rode our bus. His license was suspended for-“

“Who?” The name was unfamiliar. “Outside? For God’s sake, let him-“

“No,” Les told me. “He’s downstairs.”

A hoarse whisper. “Oh.”

He saw Faith. “Come into my room with me.”

“And leave her?”

“She’s safe. We need to talk. Come on.”

So we shut the door and walked down the hallway, into his room. An XP sat dark and sullen against the wall. The digital clock slowly ticked its red neon numbers. Les’ clothes hung from a hook, and the bed was a gnarled mess of twisted blankets and thrown pillows. Les shut the door and locked it tight.

“Did you lock Faith in?”

“Yeah.” He peered out the window. “It’s a ghost town.”

“It doesn’t feel right.”

“I know. What do you think happens to them?”

Rolled out the computer chair. Leather. Bought on sale. Dropped onto the cushions. “I’ve no idea.”

“It’s like it just… latches onto people.”

I remembered the school. The never-ending nightmares. Those who were bit became the demons. No. There were those who weren’t bit and became the killing machines, devoid of humanity. Bodies without souls. So it wasn’t biting… Passionate. Why did passion stick out in my mind? Passion… “I don’t know. I guess. It’s not random, though.”

“No?”

“Everyone who turns into these…things… has come into contact with them. I mean, they’ve been attacked.”

“So if you’re attacked, you join them?”

“That’s not possible. I think this is a disease or something.”

“Then what’ve you been rambling about?”

“It’s a disease. A communicable disease. Through saliva. Blood. I don’t know.”

“Body fluids?”

“Something like that.”

“So if you get the body fluids in you… Then you become them. Right?”

I cocked an eye. “Tell me again, Les, how in the world should I know?”

He sighed. “It’s just-“

“Do you hear that?” I raced to the window. He was right behind me. A truck drove by, frantically swerving down the road. In the bed an infected was crawling towards the cab; the back cab window slid open and the barrel of a shotgun poked out. A blast of white light, and the infected lit up with plumes of meaty red and purple flung into the air; the infected fell backwards, flipped over the back rail of the truck, fell to the street. The barrel pulled back into the cab and the truck went down the road, out of sight. Over in seconds.

“I guess,” Les said, “they’re still around.”

“We can’t let our guard down.”

“I wonder if the phones work.” We went downstairs. I turned my eyes from the carnage. He dropped the phone. “Just silence. Not even static. Nothing.”

My nose wrinkled. “That smell.”

“It’s the scent of death.”

“Nice parody. Didn’t need it.”

“I know.”

“Please stop.”

He crossed his arms. The blood ran beside our feet, through the kitchen, into the dining room. The blood seemed to turn to jello, becoming thick in spots, like the glazed film over spoiled milk. Except it smelt worse. Les rubbed his eyes and went into the family room. I rummaged through the cup-boards, looking for a snack. Screw my diet. I discovered a box of Cheezits, popped a few in my mouth. Stale. Good. I swallowed some more. Les was moving around in the family room. I dropped the box and stepped over the river of blood.

And I looked, followed the river, into the living room.

Blood stained the bar in dripping torrents, splattered like wet paint.

And it was bare.

Heart pounding. Heart racing. Heart thumping. No. No. Impossible. No. The knife. Falling. Into the scalp. Blood gushing. Gushing. Body falling. Chris King is no more. No. No. Chris King is not here. Terror. I don’t know how I did it. I don’t know how my body wasn’t literally paralyzed with fear. But my foot step out. And the other followed. The walls to either side slid past, too fast, yet morbidly slow. And the room opened. It was empty. The dog’s head lie there, tongue lolled out past its teeth, blood drenching the fur. The bar stank of vomit and urine and feces, blended with the sweet and sour odor of drying blood. 

I walked around the bar, bracing myself, running it over and over in my mind: the swift attack, me falling, as King’s claws rip me to pieces. I walked around the bar. And looked down. The dog’s side was torn open, as if hands dropped in and pulled. Flesh ragged at the sides. Blood formed a pool within the cavity, bones smeared and sticking out; organs open and spilling yellow puss. I swiveled away. 

And saw a bloody trail leading back to and out the window. 

My own legs yanked me towards the window, and I stood leaning out between the shards. The wind ruffled my hair. The street was deserted. The infected who had fallen lie on the ground, sprawled. Back to the bar. King was gone. How? How did a dead body rise up and just walk out? How? How? 

How?

I turned to go, swung my gaze by the window.

The infected in the street wobbled to his feet, hunched over, bleeding. 
“What the-“ The blood stained his clothes as he turned around in the middle of the street. Brains stained his hair. An entire chunk of the skull was completely missing, leaving brain and muscle and thick welts of blood. And he kept turning. Alive. The dead was alive. I had seen the bullets. I had seen them tearing through him. I had seen his body ruptured and broken. I had seen him fall from the truck. I had seen him die.

And now he was getting to his feet.

Swallowed. Perspiration littered my forehead. I felt weak. My arms shook. Knees knocked. Did that really happen? And my muscles turned to milky mush, slush like the snow after it fell and became soiled by the exhaust of tractor trailers and snow plows. I always thought that the rubbery sensation was a lie—an exaggeration, a metaphor. A twist on the truth. But, no. I teetered backwards; grabbed a light for support. It crashed against the wall, the bulb shattered. The noise roared. I regained my balance, ears burning.

The infected in the street stared right at me.

The mouth opened. Stained teeth. Blood dripping down the maw. Feral eyes.

It knew

“Oh no…” I turned and ran for the steps. My feet slipped on the blood and I fell face-first, bashing my forehead over the door-frame. Stars floated in front of my eyes. My feet twisted, losing traction in the blood. I fell backwards, landing hard. Blood trickled from a swelling on my forehead, staining my eyes, burning like acid. I tried to blink it away, saw red. One arm groped at the wall, the other reached for the lip of the bar, to pull myself up. My elbow brushed the rigid dog head; I let out a scream, guttural and wicked. My feet slipped and tore through the heavy blood. The light from the window blew over me, and it went dark, the shadow of a hunched figure throwing itself against the glass. Shattering. It was in the room. I propelled myself against the back door, lifted myself up. 

The infected came at me. An old man. Not Mr. Smith, or Mr. Gray. No one I knew. Didn’t care. He was after me. 

He was going to kill me. 

My hands flailed against the doorknob to the back door, and I ripped myself up. The infected loomed. I pressed myself against the door and kicked my legs out, catching him in the chest. The infected flung backwards and tumbled over the couch. My hands tore frantically at the door; locked; pulled harder. It tore from the moorings and I sprinted onto the deck. Birds flapped away. I ran down the deck. The door came open. The infected was at the door, looking left, then right, right at me.

I slapped bloody hands against the kitchen window. Les appeared in the kitchen. Saw my terrified face, rushed forward, and opened it. The infected came at me, snarling, heaving like an ape. It jumped in head-first, bashed my already-battered hand on the table. I twisted over, pain, cramps. My legs dangled out the window. Les shouted; my legs stuck out the window; the infected grabbed my foot, clawed; the shoe came off and I fell to the floor. Les stood over me; he swung a pan out and bashed the infected in the face as it tried to come through. It tottered back out on the deck. 

“Shut the window!” I hollered. 

He tripped over me and fell against the wall. We both tried to stand, but fell back, butting heads.

My voice sounded hoarse. “The window!”

“I got it!”

I threw myself against the kitchen counter and scrambled to my feet, shocked I could now stand without falling over. I drew a knife from the knife holster; a slender iron bar tapering into a point. Les reached for the window; the infected’s arms wrenched in and groped at him. “Les!” I yelled; he flung back, flipping over the table, back tenderly cracking. He rolled over on his side and fell to the floor as I stepped around and drove the tool deep into the infected’s face. Blood surged all over the windowsill. He let out a grunt and fell back, landing hard on the deck, the knife poking from his eye-socket. Tendrils of steaming blood oozed out over the deck, dripping between the cracks between the boards. I remember Les and his brother Chad had helped their grandpa lay out the boards for the deck two summers ago. 

Les shut the window hard. 

“Lock it.”

“It doesn’t lock. He’s dead, anyways.”

“No. Don’t count on it.”

He squinted out the window. Sunlight reflected sharply into his eyes. “I don’t know. You got him good.”

I pointed into the living room. “Look in there.”

Les looked at me weird and went through the kitchen, into the living room, returned. “Where is he?”

“He left. He just got up and left. See the guy out the window? Yeah. He was the one shot with the shotgun. Came back to life. I saw it, Les. Saw it with my own eyes. Don’t believe me? Half his head is gone. Remember Brittany?” He closed his eyes. We had both seen a girl get shot in the face before. Horrendous. “I saw him get off the street. He came through the window at me.”

“That’s impossible.”

“It’s true, though. The evidence is all around us.”

“Well. Blood’s all over your shirt. I don’t know how to wash it.”

“No. It’s body fluid.” He tensed. “Did any get in you?”

“What?”

“Did any body fluid get in you?”

No. Shook my head.

“Sure?”

“I’m not clawing at you, and my skin isn’t turning purple, is it?”

“Let’s get you changed.”

We trudged upstairs. Faith stood by Jack’s door. “What happened?”

“They don’t die,” I said. She followed me with her eyes. Looking at all the blood. I still quaked.

Faith went with us into Les’ room. He grabbed me a shirt and I changed. It felt good to be in something clean. When I changed my pants, Faith stood outside. We threw my blood clothes onto the floor. No one really cared.

“Be sure to wash up,” Les said when we returned to Jack’s room.

“I will. I want to get this crap off my hands.”

“It’s in your hair, too.”

“Does the shower work?”

“At your own risk,” Les said. He locked the door, paused. “Before things heat up… Faith, when he’s showering, can you watch the window? Make sure no one comes at me.”

I was halfway into the bathroom, said over my shoulder, “Where do you think you’re going?”

“I don’t want to go downstairs to get food when night comes. We’d better stock up. I’m gonna grab anything I can. Mom—“ He paused for a moment at the thought of his mother. “She usually keeps big boxes in the downstairs closet. I’ll fill one to the brim. That should last us a day or two.”

I nodded. “Better to risk it in daylight than in dark.”

“Sound good, Faith?”

She shrugged. “As long as I-“ She didn’t finish, but went to the window. 

Les left and I locked the door. Going into the bathroom, I shut the door and tried to lock it, but it refused to lock. The jam was all out of whack. I stripped out of my new clothes—carefully, not wanting to get them stained with any traces of infected body fluid—and covered my hands with toilet paper, and folded them neatly over the barred window. I gazed into the backyard, standing in my skivvies. Fences enclosed the Whites’ yard. A house to either side, and one behind. One was empty, the other had some dogs moving about. The next door neighbor’s dogs were gone. The chains lie sprawled in the waving grass. Needed a mowing. Why I thought of mowing, I don’t know. Dad and I used to mow a lawn in this neighborhood. But in the lawn behind us, an infected stood on the back porch, just standing there, hunched, arms drooping, staring into space; the door was open, and another was prancing about inside, tearing at the furniture and gutting out the cup-boards of the kitchen and dining room. I ducked away. They didn’t need to see me. How did they not hear the wild racket moments ago?

Mold crusted over the edges of the shower. I opened the fogged door and stared at the mold for what seemed to me to be hours. I thought I saw a cockroach scurry into the drain. A gut fear gripped me, and I almost turned away, but I sent a hand to my scalp, ran it through my hair, felt knots and clots of blood. Drew my hands away—smeared with red. That did it. I stepped inside and shut the fogged door. The knob turned lazily, as if it were never used, and cold water sprinkled out, dazzling. I pressed myself out of the spray, but it stung at my legs. Stupid! Let the water get warm first. But then it did, and I felt so much better, letting it run over my body. And I stood there for nearly five minutes, just letting the soothing water rain down all over me, for a moment forgetting.

Les pushed us into the bathroom. Drake exclaimed, “Dude, check it out! Just look!” I glanced at all the porn magazines on the ground, the blue bunny squatting in its cage beneath the barred window letting in warm summer afternoon sun. Blue Bunny ice cream containers littered the floor, having been knocked down from a stand next to the cage. The blue bunny had been dyed blue against its wills and wishes. It just looked at us with placid, unfeeling, black, marble eyes. Drake and Chad pushed past me, opening the shower door. I gaped in repulsion; mold and slime covered the stall, reaching in dwindling fingers for the ceiling. A spider scurried over the speckled stall walls and disappeared amongst the fuzzy mold. “Does he shower in here?” I croaked. Les said from the door, “Not anymore. He uses the other bathroom.” The sound of squelching tires and a powerful engine. We shook glances between the all of us and sprinted out of the room. “He’s here! He’s here! He’s here!” Chad, a rainbow burst of excited grins, shouted, “If he sees us, he’ll kill us!” I just couldn’t believe he could shower in that thing…

And now the water ran over me. For all I knew, Chad and Drake were dead—or worse—and Jack wouldn’t be coming home this time. Blood clotted my hair, and my mind would never forget, for as long as I lived—my death approaching sooner or later, though I preferred later—and would haunt my dreams and nightscapes, turning them to nightmares and dreamscapes.

The water ran into my eyes. I rubbed them and searched for shampoo. None. I opened the door. “Les!” Downstairs. “Faith!” The door opened, and I shut the fogged door. She sauntered inside. I could vaguely see her form behind the fogged glass, and I knew she could see mine, just as fogged, yet knowingly nude. My face reddened. She couldn’t see anything. My heart loped down. “I need some shampoo or something. To get out the knots.” I meant, to get out the blood, but I didn’t want to upset her.

“Okay,” she said, and vanished.

My eyes fell to my chest, and I saw the water running from my scalp was stained red. Nasty.

She came back in. “I couldn’t find any. I guess they’re out. Here.” She tossed a wrapped bar of Ivory soap over the shower door.

It slipped through my hands. I bent down, scraped around the mold, picked it up. Mold crumbled, soggy in my fingers. “Thanks.” My fingers unwrapped the package and dropped the wrapping to the ground. I lathered my hands with the soap, but the suds washed out. I just rubbed the soap all over my scalp, felt it tugging and shearing at my hair. Bubbles rose up over my head. I bent down and rinsed. It fell in a splatter of red. So-

“Austin.” She was still in the room.

Acting not surprised. But she scared the crap out of me. “What?”

“I loved my brother.”

“I know.”

Pause. I ran the soap through again. “You know I tried to save him.”

My hands stopped moving. The soap bar rested on my head. I took it away. “Faith? What happened?” I could tell she wanted to tell me. But she wouldn’t. Not until I asked. That was how she was. And Zack was her brother, and my friend. We both knew him. I would go over and play basketball with him. Ashlie and I would go over, and the four of us would hang out. Faith would make the food, Ashlie the drinks, and Zack and I would clean up. I wanted to know what happened to my friend. But she didn’t answer. “Faith?”

“I was in Food and Nutrition Class.” She had always liked to cook. She planned on going to medical school. Become a nurse. “Then we heard the doors downstairs breaking open, and we heard the screams. Ms. Hamlin tried to keep us in class, but we opened the door and saw people running around.” Her voice seemed detached. Just as mine had been when recalling driving a knife into poor Chris King’s scalp. “Then one of the sick people came in. Ms. Hamlin tried to help her. She was just an old woman. She ran towards the woman, and then the woman clawed Ms. Hamlin so hard she tore out her cheek. Ms. Hamlin screamed and the woman jumped on top of her. The rest of us, we were so confused. People started running out. I grabbed my things, but then I dropped them. Because Ms. Hamlin got up, and she was different. Bleeding, alive, but at the same time dead. She looked right at me, and she came after me. I got out of there fast. I ran through the halls.” I couldn’t wash my hair. “I found Zack in the top of A Hallway. He ran up to me, and he told me that they were killing people. He was really scared. So we went to the staircase; then one of those sick people came at us. I got out of the way, but Zack, he couldn’t move. He was knocked over the railing, and he fell down, into the crowd going down the steps. Some people were hurt, but they left him. He was trampled under their feet. I ran down to help him, but blood, it was flowing out of his ears and his nose and his mouth. His body looked crushed. I couldn’t help… couldn’t help…” I heard the sniffling. “I would’ve saved him, you know?” she begged of me. “But he was already dead. He wasn’t breathing. How could he still be alive? I left him there on the steps and the infected was coming down. He was going towards him… I should’ve stayed…”

From the shower, “What could you have done? Nothing.”

“I guess I was too evil…”

“No.”

“Not a good sister…”

“No. Faith. No.”

I felt the warm water running over me, and ran my hands through my hair, silently grunting as knots and tangles were ripped apart.

Faith. “I’m so sorry. I loved him. I went into the atrium, and it was terrible. You know. And I turned to run back, and then I saw Zack coming out. I ran to him. He was bleeding, but you know, he was alive. I didn’t care. I ran for him, I reached for him…” Her voice trailed, cracked. “But his eyes. They were so terrible. And they looked at me, and I knew it wasn’t him. He chased me, and finally gave up. He became one of them, Austin. He became a demon. He tried to hurt me.”

Clumps of hair came out with my hands. “It isn’t your fault.”

She said nothing.

“Faith?”

I heard the bathroom door shut, and I was alone.

10:00 a.m. 

Emergency Broadcasting System

Funeral March

The fall of 40 Willow Drive
The water trickled to a stop and I got out of the shower. From Jack’s bedroom I heard a sound that made my heart jump circles: the muffled echoes of a television. I quickly dressed, feeling fresh and right, and joined Faith and Les in the room. Les had dropped a box of food on the bed, everything from chips and crackers to bread and canned foods and fruit punch juice boxes, thrown haplessly together. His shoes had trekked blood into the room, in the outlines of footprints. Les had turned on the television—how it escaped our minds, I can’t fathom—and she sat entranced on the edge of the bed. Les leaned against the dresser. I stood rigid by the door, watching the screen, which intermittently fuzzed in and out with static. The picture would blur, then sharpen, blur, shake, sharpen, what-not. 

“Good news?” I asked, hopeful.

They didn’t answer; Les just shook his head.

Faith breathed, “It’s all over the place.”

I stepped closer and knelt down beside her, head level with the television set. My mind caught the powerful images:

A view from a news station, a harried reporter shaking with the troubling news, saying that the city was falling to the disease it was a disease. He pointed down from a rooftop and one could see people running for their lives as the wild infected whisked through the crowds like a dying October breeze. There was a large crash, and the camera-man turned as infected erupted onto the roof, clawing at the reporters. Then the screen abruptly changed.

The view from a helicopter flying over the beaches. Boats were streaming out to sea in the hope of escaping the bloodshed of the mainland. The infected could be seen everywhere down below, running in and out of buildings and over the boardwalks. None seemed to run into the water. Many running to their boats were trampled underfoot or victim to the infected.

London, Great Britain. Big Ben slowly ticked as a bus overturned and erupted into flame, metal blasting everywhere. The infected ran through the fire, flailing about as they burned. English and tourists ran helter-skelter for their lives. In the background, one of the many bridges spanning the great river had collapsed and the infected and healthy mingled in a shower of blood and screams.

Baghdad, Iraq. American troops were caught in a hailstorm of gunfire, spraying tracers into crowds of Iraqis. Some of those who fell got up again and again, some with limbs missing, others with holes torn through their bodies, and rushed at the troops. Legless crawled towards the barricades. Huey helicopters took off into the air, soldiers clinging to the struts to get out of there. Shouts and screams as the infected swarmed over the barricades, clawing and tearing and ripping at the soldiers. The camera blacked out.

The President of the United States boarding an Army helicopter as F.B.I., C.I.A. and body guards fired rounds out past the lawn as infected rushed the President. The bodies dropped on the White House lawn. Fire burned the left wing of the White House itself, and people were rushing down the steps, some burning alive. Infected swarmed in the background; smoke rose above the city. The helicopter rose and the video feed was knocked over, to the ground. Feet, gunshots, then static.

People ran out of the subways and into them, trying to escape the carnage in Paris. The Eiffel tower stood grisly quiet, yet bodies could be seen plunging from the roof, humans deciding to lose their lives in the fall instead of by the gruesome monsters that had once been loving mothers, hard-working husbands and giddy school-children. All across the globe men and women and children were committing suicide rather than succumbing to the madness.

The video feed of a camera crew who had stolen away to a farm—the smoke rose from a nearby town, and infected could be seen walking the barren fields, staggering towards the farm with no direction or goal—the only desire being death. The reporter said the small town had virtually fallen, except for some pockets of brief resistance and some who had hid cleverly from the attackers.

United States Army helicopters flying over suburban neighborhoods, spraying gunfire down the American streets as infected littered this way and that. The flash of the guns mixed with the shards of concrete flung up, and the blood shed on the ravaging beasts below. The helicopter pulled up over the street and one could see a distant waterfront city burning. The screams were drowned, yet could still be heard. The voices of the soldiers were shaky and insecure.

“The Army is involved,” Faith breathed. “Maybe they’ll come for us.”

Les said, “They’re only Reserves. It isn’t stocked. It’s probably fallen.”

“Don’t say that.”

“Fine. Sacked then. It’s sacked. But it probably isn’t safe.”

“Maybe,” I said, “if we get to the roof, we can wave our hands and call for help.”

“How will that help? It’ll only attract attention.”

“Attention from the soldiers.”

“It’s a lost cause.”

Faith stared at the screen. “It’s hard to believe.”

Yeah it was. My peaceful morning had turned into a nightmare. “We can’t expect help.”

A reporter stood before the television and said, “No one really knows how this disease—if it is a disease—is spread. But we do know that those who are attacked become like the attackers. Many people who die during these attacks become these animals that are killing. It is the belief of many that it is merely psychological. For others, they see it as biological. The Army is dwindling, as many of its members are becoming infected themselves throughout the battles in the towns and neighborhoods and cities. It is as if Hell has risen from the depths and is consuming those who touch its power. Generous grandmothers are killing their grandchildren; their grandchildren are killing their parents; the parents are killing the neighbors; and those killed become just as terrible, if not worse. The disease is spreading.”

The disease was spreading. I went back into the bathroom. Out the window, the infected were crawling around in the yard. They had pinned a little Chihuahua who was yapping away. I turned my head as they closed in on it. The television still whined.

“We urge all of you who are still safe—still alive—to get somewhere safe. The infected do not touch the water, and if you can get out onto a lake or in a river or on the ocean, you will not, if their traits do not change, become a victim. But please know that all the major islands of the ocean, from Hawaii to the Philippines, is fighting just as hard against the outbreak. The entire world is fighting—and losing. If you cannot reach any bodies of water, we desperately urge you to lock yourselves in your homes, offices, in your cars, and get away. Protect your family. And if someone---even a friend or family member—contracts the following symptoms, kill them and/or escape: these symptoms are purplish swelling of the skin, sinking eyes, curling lips, discoloration of the eyes and teeth, a hunched posture, and psychologically, fluctuating emotions raging from amazingly passionate to gruesomely vicious. None have been known to go through the symptoms and win against it; you must get away.

Les scratched his chin. “This is unbelievable. This can’t be happening.”

I croaked under my breath, “Worldwide? This is happening everywhere?” Europe, Africa, Asia, Australia… Everywhere. No place was safe. Springboro, Ohio was crumbling before our eyes. Our friends and brothers turned into beasts from Hell, and we could only pray we weren’t next on this terrible hit-list.

The reporter flickered out to a camera feed from a barren, undisclosed location. A man in a black suit frowned into the camera, asking if he was on. After some muffled nods, he said into the camera, “This is Homeland Security Advisor Richard Lakota. What I am about to tell you has been put together over the last few hours as a survival source and contains information based solely on what we currently know at this time.

“We do not know where the infections originated from, though we are estimating the point of origin to be somewhere near the equator, since the spread began in areas such as South America and Africa. Cases of ‘unknown’ illnesses have been filed over the last couple weeks, sparse, and not until now have they been severe. Doctors stating these cases say the symptoms are reminiscent of Epiglottitis, a disease found most often in young children. 

“Symptoms to look out for is as follows:” He held up a slip of paper and began to read it methodically. “In the face, there is a bluish-gray pallor. Blood has thickened and veins are partially visible through translucent sections of flesh. The eyes are glazed and vacant; there is a noticeable lack of vitreous humor in the eye socket, resulting in a fixed stare. Dark rings directly below the eyes give subject a sleep-deprived, and the eyes have turned yellow due to the decaying or rods and cones, and have sunken into the sockets. In the mouth there is a visible thickness of tongue and darkening of the gum tissue, the result of cessation of salivary production. In the chest the organs can somewhat be seen due to a thinning epidural layer above the rib cage. Dark, subcutaneous lesions are visible running along the left side. The flesh of victims slowly takes on a purple haze and often excretes hormones in body oils. The reason for this is known.

“The amount of time until an infected person dies and reanimates depends on the size of the bite and its proximity to a major artery. One to five minutes after all vital systems end, reanimation occurs, and the subject will react with homicidal aggression.

“The infected menacing society are clinically ‘dead’. The ‘turn’ only occurs after their passing. Reanimation is caused by the virus overtaking the dead brain and revitalizing it via electrical impulses, which bring to surface primal instincts and some decaying unconsciousness. This causes them to take on non-humane and unethical traits. The infected exhibit no signs of emotional response or memory of their former life. Do not be lulled by the concept that they are family members or friends: the person you knew is dead.

“An infected can only be neutralized by destroying the brain; this can be done by piercing or cutting or decapitation. Firearms are the most effective weapons against the undead. If none are available, improvise a weapon sturdy enough to pierce the skull or sharp enough to sever the head completely. Always aim for soft entry points: ear canal, eye socket, nostril, mouth, or underneath the chin.

“What to expect if bitten: depending on the severity of the bite, it may be seconds, minutes or hours before the victim ‘turns,’ succumbing to infection and joining the undead. The virus travels in the saliva excreted during the bites; it is rumored to have to do with all body fluids. THE DANGER IS ONLY IN THE BITE. If someone you know is bitten, immediately restrain and gag the victim securely before they lose consciousness. If uncertain, you will be able to see the symptoms before the victim loses unconsciousness unless they were killed in the biting attack. Once the victim reanimates, he or she must immediately be dispatched. 

“If you yourself have been bitten, it is no question that you are infected. A BITE IS A DEATH SENTENCE. If you are bitten and become reanimated, you will not only be a danger to all those near and dear, but an active contributor to the global plague. Whether or not you will be able to experience reanimation is unknown; some believe you exist on a much more primitive level, and others believe the infected are dead. If you are religious, your friends and family are most likely NOT IN ANY WAY the reanimated. Nevertheless, if you have been bitten, the resolution is yours to decide. We recommend you take your own life, but this is entirely up to you.” 

Les ran a hand through oily hair. “I can’t…”

Faith eye-balled us. “What are we going to do?”

Did I have an answer? Did Les have an answer?

“Federal and State authorities stress the need to stay calm. They are urging respect for law and order. As quickly as you can, get off the streets, get into your homes, lock your doors and stay away from the windows. The federal agencies will be moving into troubled areas, it is just a matter of time; as you know, reserve units have been called up and are being sent to troubled spots in America. This is a minor, containable situation expected to be resolved in 24 hours or less. State and local authorities, also, are urging neighborhoods to form clean and sweep teams to overcome any infected and down them immediately with a direct impact to the brain.”

“That’s why Dylan was called up,” Faith breathed.

“Dylan was called up?” Dylan is Andrea’s brother; he’s been in the reserve for a few years, recently got back from Iraq – I wonder how things were holding up in Baghdad? By the look of earlier scenes, not too well.

“Are there any questions?”

Hands shot up; he selected them from the audience behind the cameras.

“Are the assailants dead or alive psychologically?”

“We don’t know.”

“Will the infestation last forever?”

“We don’t know.”

“Is this a religious or scientific phenomenon?”

A sigh. “We don’t know.”

“Is this a military or health hazard?”

“Both.”

“What if this lasts forever?” Les breathed.

I shook my head. “No way. No way.”

The reporter continued talking, but then there were screams in the background. The camera-man swiveled around just in time to catch the doorway spilling infected; people ran this way and that, knocking over equipment, hollering, crying. The infected charged a woman and knocked her down, biting at her savagely, tearing flesh. An artery broke, and blood sprayed against the camera. She screamed as an infected business-man gouged out her eye and began drinking her blood; they ripped off her head and the screams stopped. Then an infected rushed the camera, it fell, and static. Static. Static. The screen changed, showing a harried news-anchor in what was the CNN News Broadcasting Station. Tears rolled down his face as he said, “I’ve just been informed that we and all other stations will be switching to the Emergency Broadcasting System. God bless you.” The screen instantly changed to several colored bars with a golden humming.

I can’t tell you how long we gawked at that screen, the length of time—eternity, forever, never-ending torture—that our eyes glazed over that dull humming and striking colored bars. I guess each and every one of us had things going through our minds. I don’t know what Les felt, or Faith, or anyone else who happened to stumble upon a television, but I know that for the first time I realized how terribly pinned we were, how far from escape we had come, how, as we cowered inside the stout home on 40 Willow Drive, how mercilessly close to death we were. And how our world was crashing. I could think only of one thing. We couldn’t expect help. The United States was floundering, from coast to coast, Atlantic to the Pacific, from the border on Mexico and the Gulf of Mexico to the icy wind-falls of Canada. I could imagine terror—nightmares—in Las Vegas, San Francisco, Chicago, New Orleans, New York City. And then England was gone. All of Europe was waist-high in the swarming waters. Africa was being swept up in the tornado, and I imagined the densely-populated Asia, Australia, Japan and the Philippines were sinking like a stone in the sea. And here we were, in the small, unknown Springboro, Ohio, a Friday morning school-day transformed into a bloody cascade of will verse fate.

Les turned off the television, knocking me out of my morbid trance. “Faith’s right. We can’t just hole up here. The TV said this was happening all over the place. There isn’t any help coming.”

“So why go anywhere at all? It’s just like walking into a death-trap.”

“Because we’ll starve here.”

“Out there, Les, we’ll be murdered.”

“I’m not going to starve to death.”

Faith murmured, “What about your family?”

Mom. Dad. Ashlie. Even the dog Doogie. My stomach flipped. I wanted to believe they were alive. They were all inside. Yes. They probably locked themselves in. My dad is very clever, very cautious. He would’ve fixed everything up so they would be safe, and also so they could let in refugees. “How many more people do you think are hiding out like this?”

“A lot,” Les said. “Has to be. We can’t be the only ones.”

“It happened so suddenly…”

“People holed up in business building, subways, houses. We’re not alone.”

Not alone. What a lie. “Yeah.”

Faith got up and went to the window. Her hair gracefully flowed behind her. So beautiful.

“This is so unreal,” Les said. I thought, Yeah, we already established that, buddy.

She stared out the window, and her face fell even deeper. She didn’t say anything. Les ran over to her window, and I peered between the bars of the other one. The bars were very thick, and wrought-iron, too. I was suddenly very happy Jack had been so paranoid all his life. Maybe he saw this coming? Down the street my own eyes saw something. Dozens of the infected coming down the street, walking through lawns, over the sidewalk, on the road, milling around a smoking car crash, two crumpled cars left in the debris. 

“Everyone get down,” I snarled.

Les and Faith ducked away from the window and slid against the wall, sitting down. I didn’t move.

Les snapped, “Hypocrite. Get away from the window.”

“They can’t see me.”

“If you can see them, they can see you. Austin!”

The infected drew closer. Something ran over and over in my mind: Funeral march. It looked like a procession of mourners, hunched over in despair, trudging one last time to echo a farewell good-bye to a lost loved on. Except the opposite was true. They weren’t out to mourn the dead, but to kill the living. And that’s when one snapped its head around and stared right at me, those fiery, sunken eyes ablaze with blood-thirst. My heart shimmied into my throat and I fell away from the window, crashing over a green trunk and falling to the ground with a large thump. The walls and floor vibrated.

Faith’s eyes widened. Les growled, “Austin. Stop messing around.”

I crawled over beside the bed.

“No. Get against the wall. Crouch down. If they look in, they’ll see you.”

“The windows are high up-“

“Austin, stop screwing around!”

I muttered something under my breath and crawled over to the wall, scrunching up, holding my legs to my chest. Heart thundered. Sweat dripped down my face, leaving dark tracing lines. I stared at Les and Faith side-by-side, and imagined them holding hands. Him leaning over, and kissing her lips; her eyes fluttering, she returning the kiss, passionately, and my heart turned sour, and my mind switched over. Anger. Jealousy. The vision remained stark in my mind, and it worried me. Don’t know why. Austin already had a girlfriend, and Faith had never shown interest in him. But the very idea that they could be together made my insides churn spoiled butter.

Silence.

The wind rustling against the windows. The tick of a grandfather clock downstairs.

Glared at Les, mouthed, Are they gone?

He raised his hands and shrugged.

Legs numb. I’m going to check.

He shook his head. No.

It’ll be fine.

No.

What did he know? I was the one who opened his eyes to what was happening, anyways. I moved against the wall, the muscles in my legs burning from being positioned so awkwardly for so long. The numbness faded, and a tense burning warmed my limbs. I stood against the wall, the window next to my right shoulder. Deep breath. I swung around and gazed out the glass, barred window. The street was empty. The car crash continued to smolder. The sun rose over the roofs of the house down the drive. A smile creased my lips. We had- 

I leapt back, heart screaming wildly, as a bloodied face jerked up by the window. The sunken eyes glared at me, the pupils widening with lust. Torn flesh hung from the check and jawbone in ribbons, dried blood caking the side of the face. The mouth opened, revealing the stained teeth, and the infected threw his head against the window, leaving cracks and a red smear. Faith and Les jumped. They’d seen me fall back and knew something was up. A hand rose next to the window and hurled against the glass. It shattered and blew between the bars. The hand wrapped around one of the bars; I bashed it with my knuckles, and the infected howled, ripping back his arm; and his body fell away, landing with a crash in the overgrown weeds below.

I stared at the window. 

The sound of crunching glass, then the breaking of a window. A creaking door.

Faith shuddered. “They’re… inside…”

My feet took me over to them, and I looked out the window. Infected swarmed the driveway, around my Jeep. The crowd was dwindling. They were coming into the house. My mind flickered with a horrible image—the door breaking apart and them rushing in, tearing us to shreds as we screamed, with no help to come, just another tally in the growing enormity of the infected ghouls. The world flashed back to the present. 

“We’ve got to get the heck out of here.”

“Why’d you have to look out the window!” Faith wailed.

Her voice meant nothing to me now, not with my heart hammering in my chest. “They’re going to-“

“Listen.”

Footsteps. Up the stairwell. 

Les said, “They know we’re here.”

I ran into the bathroom, feet clattering over the tile floor. I threw open the latch on the barbed window, and pulled the glass pane away. My hands gripped the bars. The backyard was empty. The infected gushed out in the front, and maybe the sides. We’d have to somehow escape out the back. Maybe over the fence. Remembered the infected in the yard behind us. Then I thought of two instead of about thirty, and my heart did grinding twists. I’d take the two. We were three. We’d outnumber them.

“Les!” I screamed. “Les!”

He ran in. “They’re banging on the door to the hallway!”

“How do you get these bars out of the way?”

“Are you insane? It’s a twenty-foot drop to the ground, and it’s concrete. We’d die. Or break our legs.”

“Just tell me.”

“Here.” He grabbed two and pulled in a certain direction. The bars popped loose. Clattered on the floor.

I could hear the violent banging outside. Faith crying. Thinking of her brother: was he out there?

No. No.

“Les. They’re going to get in here.”

“Where do you expect to go?”

“Does the bathroom door lock?”

“No.”

“Get Faith in here.” He ran out and I looked around the room. Everything bolted down.

Faith came in with Les.

“Les. Grab Jack’s chair. We need to hold this door close.”

“A chair won’t hold it. Not for long.”

“Long enough.”

He rolled his eyes and vanished.

Bang

Bang

Bang

He returned, dragging the chair. It got caught in the door. “It’s stuck!”

“Pull it in!” I eyed the window.

“Austin! It’s stuck! It won’t come in!”

“Then pull it out and shut the door.”

Scuffing feet as Les tried. “You don’t understand. It’s stuck.”

Dang it. I leaned out. The deck below was clear. “Sure we can’t make the jump?”

“Chad tried when he was ten. And he half-floated down with a blanket like a parachute. Broke a leg.”

Screwed. Screwed. “Just get the chair out.”

“Les-“

“Get the chair out! Faith! Help him!”

She cowered in the corner by the shower and toilet, sobbing. Shaking her head.

“Faith! Help him!”

“No… No… Please…”

I rushed forward, grabbed her violently by the arm and flung her across the bathroom. Her feet slid over the tile and she slammed into a cabinet. My eyes flickered with insane anger. “Help him or we leave you!”
She looked at me with fear—those eyes had never read me with fear before—but I didn’t care. She got to work. I tried to figure out what to do. With Faith’s help, the chair popped lose, and folded over in the room. They positioned it against the door, then, Les crawled through, and shut it tight. He leaned against it to hold it taught. 

“Austin…”

“Hey. Can we get onto the roof?”

“The roof?” He paused. “Yes. If you reach good enough.”

“You’re the most elastic of us all.” Elastic. Funny word. Why does the mind think like this when in terrible fear?

When running from death? Murder? Annihilation?

Bang

Bang

Bang

“You go first,” I finished.

He took a deep breath. “Okay.” I stepped aside.

Bang

Bang

Bang

He crawled through the window, curled around, grabbed the roof gutter, and pulled himself up. His legs disappeared. He made it. “Come on!” he yelled at us.

I looked over to Faith. She was at the door. “Your turn,” I said.

She glared at me evilly and ran past, to the window. I took her position. She easily made it through, and Les helped her up.

Bang

Bang

Crash!

The door to the room splintered open. Snarls. Growls. Snorts. They were in. I heard their feet running about the room, tearing at the walls and furniture, knocking stuff down. They hadn’t grabbed the door yet. I looked at the window, ten feet away. So far. So long. Les yelled at me to hurry up, the noise resounding in the bathroom. The infected in the other room, I imagine, heard the noise and ran to the door, grabbing the knob and viciously tearing with incredibly rage. I could hear the doorknob rattling, and could feel the door bulging. The window.

So far.

So far.

Les: “Austin! Where the heck are you! Come on!”

I bolted from the window. I don’t know how I did it. My feet just carried me. It’s like when you don’t really want to do something, but know you should, or that you’ll be mad at yourself if you don’t, and without any reason or rhyme, you just end up doing it. Like you are on auto-pilot. I think this is what happened to me. Because I don’t remember running across the bathroom floor, because I don’t remember climbing into the window, I think this must be what happened. And I don’t remember the door splintering apart as an infected busted a hole through it with his head, arms dangling out, torn and bloody, screaming through those mangled, yellow teeth. And I don’t remember the door opening. I just remember them coming at me. And I kicked them. Arms grabbed my arms and pulled. But I kicked too hard, and my body twisted. Their arms came loose and I fell, flailing. The window fell away, and I could see Faith and Les on the roof, gaping down at me as I fell. And I can remember watching them dwindle, and thinking, I’m falling. I’m going to hit. This is going to hurt. What a suck-filled way to end it all. Then I thought, Typical. And my back smashed into the deck, pain streaking through my body like pulsating lightning; and I caught the sensation of deck boards snapping all around me, splinters flying; then darkness, cool earth. Rolling. 

And I found myself bleeding all over, hiding underneath the deck. I had rolled away from the hole. I didn’t know if I could move, didn’t want to try. The pain was so intense. Warmth covered my back, and I knew it was blood. Because the soggy dirt under the deck was cold. Chilly. Light came down in a shaft from where I had broken through, illuminated rolling dirt and mud, some brambles, a large spider crawling through the sheared splinters and chunks of wood. The spider was big. I didn’t care. Closed my eyes. Just wanted it all to end. Pain. Pain. Pain.

I could hear Les and Faith’s voices, shouting down. 

And hurried footsteps over the deck. Right above me. The planks quaked, and dust fell down on me in currents. I kept completely still. It wasn’t that hard. I didn’t want to move at all. Light came down through the cracks, and several cracks across the deck blurred and shimmered as people walked across. The infected were looking for me. It wasn’t long at all until they found the hole. They knelt down next to it, and I could see hands sweeping down. I began to shake. The pain intensified. But I couldn’t stop. The hands swayed back and forth, pulled up. The blurred light faded, the footsteps disappeared, and the infected were gone.

But I didn’t move.

And I didn’t hear Les or Faith’s voices.

Had they fallen? Had they been killed? Had they met a violent end? I could see them, a splinter in the mind’s eye, running around, drunken with the disease, with sunken eyes and curled lips and a vehement aura. Only wanting one thing: to kill. I saw Les, one of my best friends, turned into a monster. And Faith’s beauty transformed to disgust, her peace-loving and gentle touch now shaking with a lust for murder. Those thoughts. Tears swelled. I sniffled. They began to crawl down my face, then came down in streams, and then I was sobbing. Just like Faith. 

I remember people saying men need to be open with their emotions; I thought men who cried were just pansies. Then my youth minister—was he infected, too?—did a message on men and women; how guys were made to be warriors, and how women were emotionally sensitive. And how both men and women carried the blueprint for the same emotions God had—anger, sadness, jealousy, happiness.

He said that it was okay for men to cry. Because God cried, too. He cried on the cross when he yelled out, Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani.  Which means, My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? I felt forsaken. Forsaken by God. And I wondered: was this the all-talked about and much-admired End? The End Times? If so, then everyone fell short of the mark of the horrors involved. And I thought it must be. God was coming back. Alpha and Omega’s Kingdom Come. This filled me with a peace. But I still cried. And the peace dissolved. I was still alone.

Somehow I found myself crawling through the darkness, away from the light. I came to the soft brick of the house. I remembered going into the cellar once. Chad and Les took me down to the cellar. It was dark, dank, and the walls were tight, the roof low. The floor was muddy with wet dust. They had lots of old stuff from their childhood stored down here, and they flicked on a light that swung from a chain. The light danced over the dirty walls, and against stacked boxes. Spider webs—no, cobwebs—covered the ceiling and corners and walls. Bugs inched their way across the floor. I saw a window, and it was completely dark outside. I turned on the neon glow of my watch, and it said it was only five o’clock. Light out. Chad rummaged behind me. I asked him, “Hey, Chad, why’s it so dark out?” He only laughed. “It isn’t dark. That just goes underneath the deck. We built the deck after we got this house, and the window was just too low. Hey. Help me with this box.” I didn’t think anymore of it, and grabbed the other end of the box. “Humph. This is heavy. What do you have in here?” “Baseball cards.” “I didn’t know you were into baseball cards.” “I was a long time ago. Les was into football cards.” “So why do you want them back?” “I don’t. I just need to get to the box underneath it.” And the dark window was far from my mind.

The window. The window. The scene from a year past reflected in my eyes, and I crawled around blindly, feeling the cold brick wall. A spider scurried over my hand. I flicked it away, head bashing against the deck above. It barely missed the long tip of a nail. Close call. What a sucky way to die. Impaled by a nail because of a dumb spider. My hand felt rough smoothness—weird, I know—and I realized it was the window. I couldn’t see inside. I wrestled with the window, but it didn’t budge. So I just slammed my fist into it as hard as I could. The glass was weak, and easily shattered. I heard footsteps above, going towards the gap. Had to get in before they saw me! I squirmed my way forward, into the window. My stomach brushed over broken glass, tearing at the skin. I didn’t care. I kicked with my feet, sending clouds of dust up to massage the under boards. And I fell through, tumbling, landing hard on several boxes, arm dangling down to the side, fingertips brushing the cold floor. I made it.

The room stunk of old garbage, and carried a rotting odor that made my nose wrinkle. My eyes slowly adjusted, and I saw again, so freshly, that evening so long ago. When everything was normal. How I wanted so bad to go back to those times. Remarkable, even more so, is how I wanted to be in school right now sitting dully through Study Hall. Study Hall is awesome when you’re at school; it really bites when you’re not. The walls were grimy and filthy, tugging close, seeming to shut on you like eerie mandibles. I got to my feet, and had to duck to avoid bashing the ceiling. I feared more nails. My feet padded cautiously over the cool floor, reaching several wooden steps leading up to a hatch. The hatch, I knew, ran into the parlor closet. Hidden from view. A nice hiding spot. The infected hadn’t found it yet, and I knew they wouldn’t. 

I ran back to the boxes, climbed over them, and looked into the darkness. The light shone through the cracks in the board, and the hole bled warm sunlight. They weren’t coming after me. I had escaped.

I had escaped.

Then the pain flooded me. I sat down on the boxes, noticing how bad my legs and arms hurt. I touched them lightly. Not broken, just swollen in places. Bruised. A hump was swelling over the top of my head, and there was a nasty cut next to me eye. I am guessing it was caused by the splintering wood. Splinters had cut into me, leaving dark welts, but none stuck into my skin. Some clung to the clothes, but I pulled them off, arm muscles aching, fingers sluggish. Then a hand went up my shirt, to the back, and I felt warm, sticky liquid. Blood. I probed my back, and found several rough areas where skin had been shredded. So it wasn’t a puncture wound. Just skin shredded off the surface, and bleeding. Nothing bad. Remarkable how I hadn’t broken my back. Though my head hurt like nothing else. Migraine and a half. Oh, and the neck! How could I forget the neck! To move it sent shivers of pain scolding up my spine and neck. 

I stood and went over to the steps, legs aching. Burning. Some steps had broken through, and all were rotting in the gloom. I took them cautiously, and reached the hatch. I pushed on it, but it didn’t budge. They stored their Christmas gloves and boots in a box, and put it over the crawlspace hatch. I pushed harder and the box flipped over in the closet, spilling its contents against a vacuum cleaner. I pulled myself through, and stood rigid against the closet door. Quiet out there.

I opened the door, and stepped into the parlor.

The grandfather clock ticked.

Bloody footprints and shoeprints drenched the carpet. 

A couch was overturned.

The front parlor window had been broken in many places, glass covering the floor, and the walk outside.

The front door hung loose on flimsy hinges.

The stairs were covered with those bloody prints, too.

Les and Faith, I imagined, were on the roof still. The house seemed empty. I could join them.

A hand fell and brushed the keys on my belt. The Jeep.

I could go home. I could just leave this hellish place. I didn’t want to go upstairs. I didn’t want to leave them, but what if they had changed?

I stared into the mirror against the far wall, and saw my haggard face. So weary. So painful.

The mirror reflected the wall behind me. A shadow draped the wall.

I swung around just as an infected woman walked out from around the corridor. She glared at me in surprise, as if to say, You! And she charged. I dove out of the way, rolling over the floor, body complaining. She skidded into the wall and screeched. Blood dripped from her jaws. Les. Faith. Their blood. Anger. She came at me again. This time I stood, and grabbed a lamp on a small couch table. Her clawed hands reached for me. I side-stepped and swung the lamp, smashing her hard in the back of the head. She stumbled into a bookcase and fell, sprawled over the ground. She stared up at me, still thirsty for my flesh. Blood formed a pool underneath her head. King was alive. I hurled the lamp down and bashed in her face. Her arms still quivered. I grabbed the bookcase sides with both hands and yanked it hard; it fell, books spilling, and collapsed atop the woman. Her arm stuck out from the side, and continued to quiver. I stepped aside. Blood spun webs from underneath the book-case.

Then I realized she wasn’t alone. More shadows coming towards me from the living room.

The Jeep.

The blood in her mouth.

The shadows, so much resembling a hunched duo of Les and Faith.

I ran for the front door, jumping through, and to the Jeep. Infected stood on either side. One was crawling through the living room window. He turned and watched me. I grabbed the driver’s side door and wrenched it open. He snarled and came after me; the girl on the other side rushed at me. Down the street, more infected turned towards the fray. The door opened. The man swung at me. I had done some Tae-bo lessons, and I utilized it; I kicked him squarely in the chest, sending him to the ground. I jumped into the Jeep and shut the door. Locked it tight. All the other doors were unlocked. The infected were coming fast. I leaned over and locked them, shockingly swift, for how scared I really was.

I unlatched the keys off my belt and shoved them into the ignition, turned. The Jeep engine sputtered. The dashboard came to life. ¾ tank of gas. More than enough. I threw it into reverse. And somehow I could hear them. The frantic cries. I reversed, rolling backwards, wheels thudding over a crouched infected. The frail garage door filled the windshield, and I looked up, and saw Les and Faith on the roof, waving their arms, yelling at me to help them. But how could I? The urge to run filled my bones.

Les.

Faith.

Infected banged at the windows; one fumbled at the back door latch. It was unlocked. Then one jumped on the hood, howling at me, and raised a fist, and slammed it into the windshield. It webbed out, and chunks of glass fell. The infected grandma raised her bleeding fist to strike again. I threw the stick back into Drive and hammered the gas pedal. The Jeep lurched, the front end smashing into the garage door; the flimsy door broke apart and fell, meaning no more than to keep out animals. The infected was thrown forward, into the collapsing garage door, and caught under the tearing linoleum. I reversed and ran over his head, sending brain matter and blood gushing over my tires. 

Les and Faith got the point, and jumped. They landed on the hood, looked at me with shock, and climbed onto the top. Reverse. Pulled out of the driveway, slowly to make sure they didn’t fall off. The infected from down the street were almost to us. Those in the driveway reached up from the sides, scratching at Les and Faith. One grabbed Les’ leg and pulled him down. I didn’t see it, until Faith leapt down and punched the infected violently in the face, sending him down. Another infected came forward and she grabbed the woman by the hair and bashed her face hard into the Jeep; the infected stumbled back. Les opened the trunk door and jumped in. Faith followed. It hung open; we never could get it to close from inside the Jeep. The infected reached through at them, the infected who had run from down the street. I hit the gas and the Jeep bounded forward, leaving them in a crowd of spitting dirt and pebbles. I weaved around the smoldering accident and zoomed down the road. Past fallen lamp lights and bodies, taking a wild turn and driving like a madman. The street was narrow. Sometimes I had to go up into the lawn. I ran over a dog, the Jeep shaking. Not even Faith complained. And when I hit an infected meandering in the street, no one said anything, but only smiled.

I stopped the Jeep, unlocked one of the back doors. “Shut the trunk door and get in.”

Faith did so, and got in. Les crawled up with her.

“Austin, they’re coming.” He pointed between two houses on our left.

About a dozen infected lumbered over a grated fence and came after us, snarling and gurgling. Oh, their horrible eyes. I drove away, gritting my teeth. Les and Faith breathed hard in the back. 

“Thank God you came,” Les said, panting, out of breath. “They had gotten onto the roof. The satellite ladder.”

“That place was like the fall of the Alamo,” I murmured, and no one said anything else after that.

11:00 a.m. 
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The pandemonium that had engulfed the streets just hours before had been erased, leaving nothing in its wake but the footfalls of disaster. Telephone wires lay sprawled over the ground, hissing sparks; light poles had fallen over the road, bulb shattered; cars had flipped over and crashed, gone into houses; doors hung open, windows busted; dead littered the lawn and street and sidewalk in places; several houses had rotted down to nothing, charred by flames, and some still burned; smoke rose in coughing pillars, far in the distance; one of the skyscrapers, barely discernible above the roofs of homes, could be seen belching acrid smoke, reminiscent of September 11, when planes crashed into the World Trade Center. I couldn’t go above thirty, for I had to dodge fallen poles and wrecks.

I went around a wreck and saw with my own eyes a woman hanging from the window, head and one arm gone, leaving bloody stumps and a thick pool of blood running over the street. I turned my head and turned right, throwing on my blinker. I sighed. Why did I need a blinker? I turned it off and drove towards the intersection. A seven-car wreck formed a ring around the dark stoplights, a crown of death and smoke.

Faith gawked out her window. “Where is everyone?”

Probably inside where it is safe, I thought. Where they know they stand a better chance of living. Where they can sleep and eat in relative safety, even if their dreams are fraught with nightmares. Where they board up the windows and doors, thinking it will keep them out, though eventuality will eventually draw them from their seclusions, or starve or dehydrate them to the point of death. And I imagined that many had committed suicide. Suicide. Who could blame them? It seemed half-appetizing right now. And I thought that we probably weren’t the only ones who had fled by vehicle, and I saw all the wrecks. My stomach turned sour. Bile crept up my throat.

The Jeep pulled up the hill towards the intersection. United Dairy Farmer’s gas station came up on our left. The intersection was utterly cluttered. Couldn’t get through. I pulled into U.D.F. and went slowly. A car had been abandoned at the pumps, and several filled the parking spaces. The front glass panel windows had been shattered, strewing glass all over the magazine and utilities racks. There were no infected to be seen anywhere. Though from U.D.F., we could look in every direction. Franklin was quiet, and no cars came; the earlier sirens of police cars and fire engines had vanished. Instead it was only the chugging of the engine and the brisk spring wind. While I couldn’t see the Chickapeek Wildlife Reserve, I imagined many had fled into its depths, into the rolling wilds, to escape the carnage. They would starve, I knew. Not many animals lived there; just forest. Beyond the reserve, thick clouds of smoke rose from the stretching farmland that bordered Caesar’s Creek. South, I imagined Carter Lake glistening under the sun, a false haven. And all the subdivisions, dozens and dozens, thousands of homes, were no better off than the one we had just left, known as the Royals (thought there was another Royals Subdivision just north of U.D.F.). The cruisers from the police station across the street were gone, and one had crashed in the intersection. The front door of the station was wide open, and blood streamed out from the door. And the horrendous sight, the skyscrapers and towering buildings of Downtown Dayton stood up against a sky of swirling clouds and striking blue; some had gaping holes, others burning fires. Smoke rose, twirling amongst the buildings, rising from the streets of Downtown Dayton. The highway, I imagined, was a bloody mess of never-ending car crashes. And here we were, in a small part of Springboro, Ohio, knowing that this was but a taste of the horrors spreading like wildfire across the Globe.

“Let’s stop here,” Les said, “and get something to eat.”

I stopped the car in front of the doors, warily eyed the area. Quiet. “Looks safe.”

“What if they follow us?” Faith asked.

“How will they know we came up here?” Les remarked.

I stopped the engine, began removing the keys, but decided against it. Kept them in the ignition. Hope the infected couldn’t drive. I got out, tense, and felt the breeze ruffle my hair.

Faith and Les opened their doors, and before they shut them, I said, “Keep them open. Just in case.” They read my mind. Didn’t want to get caught out. 

“Les. Don’t lock your door this time.” He nodded.

I went in through the doorway; Les and Faith stepped through the shattered glass windows. Les picked up a magazine and flipped through it. The place was completely empty. The small eatery was vacant, the tables and chairs unmoving; a chair was flipped over. No one behind the desk, no one serving ice cream. I peered in through the glass display case, down into the buckets that held the ice cream. All were melted. I shook my head and went down the frozen food section. Some of the doors to the freezers were open, and the electricity had shorted out anyways. I guessed the electricity had finally drawn its last breath. 

Faith went down an aisle, grabbing candy and chips and pretzels and seeds. Some boxes of Oreos and Pringles. Some dry cereal. She stuffed it under her arms. Les continued to leaf through some magazines. 

I opened a freezer door and grabbed a Jones bottle, popped the cap, chugged it down. Still somewhat cold. And refreshing. Like stealing. But who was there to arrest me? All the cruisers were gone. And I grabbed some soda. 

Went down the aisle Faith was in. “Let’s load these up in the back. We’ll make as many trips as we can manage.”

“Okay.” She didn’t look me in the eyes. Maybe she was still frightened of the way I had treated her. And to be honest, I was starting to feel bad. She talked to Les. I dropped the soda and instead grabbed some crates of water. She returned. “He’ll keep watch. He’s looking at magazines, and he said he didn’t want to help.” Lazy. “So I told him to read his magazine by the window, and to make sure none of those diseased peoples comes after us.”

I saw Les go around the bar and disappear into the eatery. “Okay. Let’s go.”

We took our stuff outside and put it in the Jeep, opening the trunk. We made several trips, dumping in everything we could. I handed Faith a Jones. “It’s warm, but still a little cool. It’s good, though.” She liked Jones, too, and popped the cap, and just like me, chugged. “What’s your fortune?”

She read the back of the Jones bottle. And laughed. “’Good days are ahead of you’. What a lie.”

I managed to smile. “We’d better load up some more.”

“Do you still want to go to your place?”

“Yes. If no one is there, we can go somewhere else.”

“No. I don’t mind. Anyplace is good. Well. I mean, no place is better.”

“You got that right.”

I went to get some more dry cereal, and found energy and protein bars. I searched and found some red buckets for carrying items, next to the coffee stand. I saw some coffee crème packs, and thought of Chad. He always drank those. Thought they tasted really good. He was at Ichthus, down at some farm in Kentucky. It was a Christian music festival. How was he? Was he alive? Was he dead? Was he one of them? And how was his friend, and mine, too, Drake? How was he faring? Was he alive? Was he dead? Was he one of them?

“Austin,” Faith said, walking up. “Oh. Good. Energy bars.” She took one off the shelf, unwrapped it, ate it. I took some more and threw them into the bucket. She said, “No, no. You’re doing it wrong. Like this.” She grabbed the box, hung it over the bucket, and dumped it. She grinned. “Who knows when they’re going to show up? We can’t stay here forever. Go faster.” A natural-born shopper. I couldn’t help but to laugh. 

Taking all the bars I could, I went to the Jeep and sat them in the back. Left the bucket there.

Faith was by the window, going by the utilities. “Austin. We could use some of this stuff. They have lighters, butane. Fire. Nice. They have some multi-tools. Here.” She tossed me one. “Do you have a bucket?”

“By the coffee machine.”

“Thanks.” And she was gone.

I went into the eatery, found Les reading and watching the window. “What are you looking at?”

He leaned over, showing me the article. “It’s in the Globe magazine.”

“What’s in the news today? Bat baby returns? Saddam Hussein and Osama bin Laden are bed buddies?” I’d seen it all. We sold Globe and World News magazines at I.G.A., where I worked, and feared—well, maybe not feared, but knew—I would never work again. When we weren’t busy, and when Richard and I got tired of throwing erasers at the ceiling fans and throwing plastic wads at each other, we’d grab them and read up on all the current myths, legends and folk stories.

“No. They were right. It’s the end of the world.”

He showed me the cover. It read, Satanists Declare the End of the World is Coming Soon. I couldn’t help but laugh. “They were bound to be right sometime.”

Faith called, “Austin. Stop slacking.”

I patted Les on the shoulder. “Good man. Don’t keep your eyes on the magazine, though.”

“I know.”

I went into the store. She showed me her catch from the utilities. “Got us some more knives and lighters, and some butane. It squirts out. Squirt it all over something, light a match, and it goes up like an inferno. Matthew showed me how, once.” Who was Matthew? I wanted to know angrily. “Candles, for if we survive to night and need to see. A couple locks, if we need to see something, some nails and a hammer. Some tape. Duct tape. Always need that. Oh, and-“

“Austin!” Les roared. “Faith!”

We eyed each other and ran into the eatery. Les was standing, pointing. Between the blooming trees lining the U.D.F. parking lot, the murky images of infected rushing up the street could be seen. The same ones we had escaped. Right on time. 

“Game’s over,” I said. “Let’s go. Drop the magazine!”

We ran out to the Jeep, jumping through the broken glass. An infected fell from the roof, landing atop of me. I was thrown to the ground, felt him atop of me, the warm, awful breath tingling the hairs on my neck. Les kicked the infected hard in the face, sending the dread-locked fiend over on the ground. Faith stamped her shoe into his face, breaking his nose and spilling blood. I clambered to my feet. “Thanks. Now let’s go.”

I got behind the wheel and shut my door. Faith began emptying the bucket.

“Drop the bucket in! Hurry up!” I shouted.

She did and shut the trunk. But it popped back open. 

“Oh. Dang it.” Les jumped out and slammed it shut. It popped open. The infected came into the lot.

“Forget it! Forget it!” I yelled.

Les slammed it hard and it caught. They got in. The infected reached us. Before they even shut the doors, I pressed the gas down to the ground. 

And went nowhere.

Their doors slammed shut. They locked them. Faith yelled, “Austin! It’s in Park!”

So dumb. I put it in drive and hit the gas. We peeled out of the lot, scraping off my right mirror on a fuel pump. The Jeep swerved out into the road, nearly colliding with a vacant SUV. Infected came from over the ridge of a hill, coming down atop of us, from around the police station. As if they all converged at once. More up the road, blocking my path home. I choked down an utterance of surprise and turned the Jeep in the other direction, ramping the curb, throwing infected off to the sides. They clawed at the windows.

I peered through the webbed windshield, went around the smoking remains of the intersection accident. Two infected were eating the flesh off a dead police officer. I vomited all over the seat, green bile covering the cloth. My face muscles tensed, throat ravaging, eyes splitting. The Jeep swerved into the other lane. A car right ahead. Les and Faith screeched. I jerked the wheel and went down a road, a smaller subdivision. And I knew exactly where we were. The old pumpkin farm rose to our right. Infected stood in the barren patch, and loped over the walk-around porch.

“Hold on!” I shouted, and wrenched the car up a gravel drive. The wheels ran dry, friction lost, but caught, just as the infected from the farm house scraped at the trunk. We were all pale in the face. The Jeep rocketed past the farm house, swinging around a ramshackle shed, underneath several overhanging trees, and exploded into the bright morning sun. Light glinted off the forest green paint on the hood, blinding me. I wove through the parking lot. An accident here and there. A few bodies. Springboro Plaza. A dance studio and photography shop to our right; a furniture store to our left; ahead of us a parking lot; on one side was Springboro Hardware, once C.V.S. before it moved; a vacant building; and then the Springboro Salon, Plaza de Springboro, and the Springboro Tanline. A large road cluttered with abandoned cars far ahead, up against a bank and subdivisions. To the right of the parking lot was my former hell’s gatekeeper, now a haven. Springboro I.G.A. 

“They’re coming from the farm house!”

I turned right, and we were in shadows, blowing into the I.G.A. drive-thru. “Everyone out!”

“What?” Faith screamed. “What’re you doing!”

“Trust me,” I said, and jumped out of the Jeep. The front desk was empty.

Faith and Les got out. Les ran to the entrance. “Better have a plan!”

I grabbed the glass door that said IGA Employees Only on it in bold red lettering. It was locked. No. I banged my fists hard. Turned to see Faith staring at me. A shadow against the wall, and a good friend rushed after her. Lennie, who ran the drive-thru on Fridays. Her eyes had sunken down, turned grossly yellow, as blanched as her bared teeth. She swiped her hands to grab Faith. I screamed, “Faith! Down!” She did as I was told, probably because of the fear, and Lennie stumbled over her. Then she came at me. My hand fell down instinctively. There was always a bar next to the door to prop it open when ferrying big orders. She snarled. My fingers grabbed the cold steel of the bar, and I swung it up; she jumped up to fall atop of me; I collapsed against the door and drove the sharp end of up the pole into the soft part under her chin; she shrieked as the pole tore bloodily through her chin,  mouth, eyes, and finally exploding from the top of her skull. Blood sprayed all over the neck of my shirt as her body crumpled down, going into seizures, wracking against several crates of sodas.

Les ran towards me. “We’re screwed, they’re-“

Faith ran up to the door. “Let us in!”

I turned and saw Dick and Diane against the glass. Cashiers. They saw me, and their faces lit up. Faith pleaded, “Let me in! Please!”

They opened the door and we rushed inside. Les was the last one in. Diane calmly shut the door and slid the bolt back over it, just as an infected threw himself against the door, growling, clawing. The woman on the floor writhed in a bath of blood. I watched in horror as the infected turned from the door and jumped upon the woman, tearing at her flesh and biting at her neck. More infected ran around the Jeep and dove atop the woman, hungrily tearing her apart.

Dick said, “They eat their own dead. And if the dead aren’t eaten, they return from the dead.” His voice was eerily placid.

Weakness took over me, and I sat down atop some wooden crates holding raspberry clutches. “Thanks, Dick. Diane. How you guys doing?”

Diane saw the blood on my shirt. My weakness. The cut on my forehead. “Better than you, I imagine.”

Faith demanded, “Is this place safe?”

Dick glared at her. “Safer than out there, Missus.”

“She didn’t mean anything by it,” I told him. “Back off. She’s just scared. We’re all scared.”

She polished my words, telling Dick, “Thank you for letting us in.”

He nodded his you’re welcome.

Les stared out at the infected eating their comrade alive. “Can they get through the glass?”

Diane laughed. “They’ve tried. But ol’ Homer was a stickler. Everything is plate-glass. Bullet-proof.”

“Yeah,” I said, as if my words meant anything. To Diane, “Is it just you guys?”

“No. We have some customers upstairs. In the lounge. We’ve barricaded the doors leading down here. Those darned diseased swept into our store like a strong south wind. Tore down shelves and turned the deli into a madhouse. Dairy was taken over. A lot of our guys were infected. I think it’s in the bites. A lot of customers fell, too. We were able to round up the customers who weren’t infected, and we lobbied them back here. Boarded up the doors to the store with boards, nail gun and lots of crates, and those big, black magazine return boxes. And all the glass down here, from when it used to be a bar, is bullet-proof. We’ve been able to keep them out. They’ve tried, though. Believe me, they’ve tried.”

“Who else is here?”

“Oh. You mean, besides the customers? Mary and Louis. And Daniel. Though he came by before running up to his mom’s. It’s his day off. But he is here, too.”

Today Kenny—an ex-World War II veteran—was playing the role of bagger, a role I took up in the afternoons and evenings. “Kenny?”

Dick shook his head. “You know Kenny. Ever since the second Great War and Vietnam, he’s thought he was invincible.”

Diane added, “He wasn’t.” Solemn.

“I’ll tell you,” Dick said, “that I’ve seen a lot of crap in my life. I was a medic in Vietnam, I know what it was like. But nothing, Austin, nothing, compares to this… this… I don’t even know what to call it. But nothing compares.”

Diane said, “It’s like the end of the world.”

I reminisced on my thoughts under the deck, and the magazine Les had been reading back before we were overtaken at U.D.F. I pushed it out of my mind. “I don’t like standing here by the door.”

“To the lounge we go, then.”

We walked between aisles of storage. Bananas, green peppers, onions. Stacks of soda. Cereal. Paper towels. Les spoke up. “How’d you know we were down there?”

I said, “They have some windows up there, poking over the roof. Probably saw us, right?”

“Yep,” Diane said.

“And you knew the Jeep was mine.”

She shook her head. “No. The diseased, they just don’t drive.”

I thought of what it would be like if ‘the diseased’ could drive. A smirk opened on my face.

We went up a ramp. I had gone up the ramp a million times before, each time looking at my watch to see how much longer until I could clock off and take a spin to freedom, to drop into bed and fall asleep, Dad coming in to say good-night, Mom scratching my back and pecking me on the cheek, Ashlie lost in the new rock floating from underneath her door, sometimes mixed with the curling smoke of incense. My eyes watered, as they often did when incense burned too long, but this time it was out of sorrow. I wanted to see my family. Wanted to know if they were okay. Wanted to embrace them, and hold them. And I prayed they were safe.

Dick said, “Saw how you did in that woman. Want another shirt?” He pointed to the blood stain.

“This is my second pair today.”

“What happened to the other one?”

“Same thing.”

“Oh boy.”

“Tell me about it.”

Diane led the others down a flight of steps to the bathroom level. Men’s bathroom and women’s bathroom hooked to the corridor. Diane took them up a parallel flight of steps and out of sight. The steps led to the Meat Department, and the lounge door was hooked onto that. From the first steps down you could look up and see a grill, and behind the grill was a fan, which blew cool air into the lounge, as it got hot up there a lot. I could see brief figures and some huddled conversations, a few tears. Dick took me in the other direction, back down the ramp and to a storage room next to the employee bathrooms.

He rummaged around. Stacks of paper, some manila envelopes. Some paper bags filled with folded plastic sacks for bagging. “Ah. Here.” He pulled out a red envelope and tore it open. An I.G.A. shirt slid out. “What size are you?”

“That’ll work,” I said.

He tossed it to me. “It’s an XL.”

“Perfect.”

“All right. Well, you know the way.”

“I do—did—work here.”

Dick paused for a moment, then, “We had a television before the power went out.”

“When did that happen?”

“Half an hour ago.”

“Oh.”

“But did you see the TV news? See what the news-anchors were saying?”

“It’s all over the place,” I said, nodding. “The world is getting caught up in the disease.”

“They had to go to the emergency broadcasting system.”

“Yep.”

He swallowed. “I’ve been through a lot in my life, Austin-“

“Dick…”

“No. Listen. I’ve been through a lot. And I have a feeling—a feeling in the pit of the stomach—that this may be the end.”

“Dick,” I said. “Can I change? The blood is seeping through.”

He nodded and left. I quickly changed, and threw Les’ shirt against the wall. I loped up the ramp, down the steps, up the other flight of steps, through the meat department, through the door to the lounge, up a flight of steps, and knocked on the door. There was a pause, then a panel in the wall above opened. It was another one of Homer’s paranoia installments. Mary’s eye glowered down at me, vanished. The sound of scraping furniture, a lock unlocking, and the door opened, spilling light all over me. Mary stood there, grabbed my hand, and helped me through, though I didn’t need it. Mary is just tender like that.

My eyes adjusted to the dim light. One of the two light bulbs wasn’t working. Several I.G.A. employees milled about, and customers clung to each other. A tall man in a leather jacket and sunglasses, smoking in the corner. An elderly woman with her husband. A grandpa in a wheelchair whose legs—I later learned—had been lost in a tractor-trailer accident. A young woman with several young children, crying so hard her chest seemed to heave out, revealing ribs underneath a tear-soaked shirt. A police officer whose car had crashed, he told us later, and who had barely escaped the infected; his partner had not. And several teens from school who had escaped, only to crash near the main Springboro intersection, which I.G.A. bordered.

Les and Faith stood near a window with blinds; they seemed excited. The window overlooked the aisles of the store. A lamp shed golden light over their profiles.

I walked over. “What’s going on?”

Then a voice came over me, and I swung around with joy. “Amanda!”

Amanda stood there, beaming. I had met her through my sister Ashlie, and we became good friends. “Good to see you, Austin. Les and Faith were telling me about what happened. I’m so happy to see that you’re fine.”

“I’m happier about that,” I said with a smile. “How’d you end up here?”

“I jumped in the back of a truck leaving the High School. It crashed at the intersection, and I jumped out, completely unhurt. A miracle, I know. And so I ran across the street, and people were leaping on people and tearing at them, eating them. It was so horrible. I got into this store just before they closed the doors. And I saw Bryon here, too.”

“Bryon’s here?” I gaped.

She nodded. “He’s in the restroom.”

“This is great,” I said. “Wonderful.” And it was. I could almost forget the nightmares outside the store.

Almost.

Amanda demanded, “What about your sister, Austin? What about Ashlie? Please tell me she’s okay.”

I swallowed. “I can’t.”

She seemed on the verge of collapse. “She didn’t become one of-“

“I don’t know. No. At least, I hope not. She was sick today. She is at home. In bed, I hope.”

“So do I. Les? What about Chad? Oh. Ichthus. I wonder if it’s happened down—Oh. It’s everywhere.” She seemed to jump around dotes of questions and answer them with her own ferocity. Then, “Faith.” They had been through rocky waters in the past; Amanda had stolen Faith’s hopeful-boyfriend, and the church had turned against her. Things seemed to smooth out when it became apparent that her boyfriend was cheating on her with some High School girl, and after their break-up, she and Faith had become amazing friends. “Where’s Zack? I know you wouldn’t leave the school without him.”

I winced. Les hadn’t heard Faith’s story, but had gotten the picture from her tears. Faith violently turned away and stared through the blinds, though her eyes were stony, deep, focused on nothing but the memories. A tear trickled down her swollen cheeks. Amanda needed no more and backed off, literally backing into the chained and leather-jacketed Bryon Stevens coming through the door.

His face exploded in brilliant excitement when we locked eyes. “Oh my gosh! Austin! Les! Faith! When did you get here!”

Les answered, “Just now. Thank God these people let us in.”

Bryon laughed. He looked at me. “Feels good to be back here for once, eh?”

A smile creased my lips. “For once. And if this clears up, I doubt it should happen again.”

“It’s madness all over. I was at Sinclair. I barely made it out. My English teacher went psycho and tried to kill me. He was one of the first catchers of this disease, this strain, they called it before they went off the air. I ran out of the room. A buddy didn’t make it out the door before Hanover took him down. Then the kid came after me. You see. It spreads like wildfire. One person catches it, he passes it on, and it multiplies. It’s unbelievable. That’s why so many people have become infected so fast. It starts out slow, and gains momentum every second, until no one and nothing can stop it. Then hell’s doors open it floods earth. I got to my Miata and was somehow able to get here from the highway. I was trying to go home, but the exit was cluttered with cars. A big wreck. Heck. The entire roadway was an accident. And the people who had caught it, they were everywhere, too. I locked my doors and rolled up the windows. They were down because it had been warm this morning. I got off the exit and came south. I just knew these people-turned-monsters were going towards the city, north, so I tried to get out of there as fast as my legs—well, wheels, really—could carry me. Then I got side-struck by a truck coming through a field—you know, the one across the road, by the bank, with the neighborhood in the background?” I knew—one of those houses always lit up like a blow-torch during Christmas. “My car rolled into this parking lot—the Springboro Plaza lot—and I got out. A little bit of whiplash, couldn’t move my head. They were shutting the doors to all the buildings. The sick people were everywhere. I ran as hard as I could and fought off one or two—they are not easy to fight off, they’re like grabbing children. Just more vicious. The doors at I.G.A. were closed, too. So I climbed a drainage pipe, onto the roof, and then a ladder to get to the second-story, and then I saw the latch on the roof. I was pretty safe, took a few moments to gather myself, knocked, and they opened it, and let me in.” He pointed to a latch on the ceiling. I hadn’t noticed it before. I’d never been up there till then. “So here I am. And Amanda is here, too. And now you three.” He embraced us all. He was one of those rough-love kind of guys.

He tried to hug Faith, but she gave him the shoulder. He asked us, “What’s wrong with her?” No sarcasm—pure compassion. He loved Faith like a best friend’s sister.

I opened my mouth. Amanda beat me to it. “She lost Zack.”

“How?”

She shrugged. I answered, “He was infected.”

Bryon’s illuminating eyes fell, glowering. “It’s a bad day.”

Understatement.

Les asked, “What’s the plan?”

Mary appeared from the shadows. “None so far. No rescue teams are being sent out. No hope to be found. It’s all-for-one and one-for-all. A shoot-out with no winners.”

Morose. But true. “Mary? Let me onto the roof.”

“Why?”

“I want to see.”

“I don’t know if it’s safe on the roof.”

Les said, “It is. I don’t know what he wants to see, though.”

“Okay. Well. Whatever.” She pushed some people out of the way and opened the latch. Dazzling morning sunlight filtered down. A ladder descended. “This is where the technicians and roofers got up. It’s kind of rickety. Watch your step. There you go.”

I climbed the creaking steps and pulled myself onto the roof. Smoke rose all around. The road and parking lot were cluttered with cars. The stream of infected that had chased the Jeep were gone. Nowhere to be seen. It was as if the world had emptied. Except for the sound of crackling flames, distant combustions and the occasional chirp of a bird, it was eerily silent. “Ghost town,” I said under my breath. The clouds cast forlorn shadows over the earth, and were building into a coming storm. I remembered watching the weather forecast this morning. Showers and thunderstorms late in the day. I looked at my watch. Nearing noon. I needed food. But it was so quiet, so empty, so… unreal. I turned on my heels, and looked over the low-rimmed, almost antique buildings of Olde Springboro. Olde Springboro had once been a peaceful Quaker settlement, and a fiery station for the Underground Railroad. Nearby Franklin had been a coffee-pot of slave traders and slave-catchers. Some scholars thought Uncle Tom’s Cabin was written in the setting of the Springboro-Franklin area, with names changed because of the times. Now the streets of Olde Springboro were trashed with overturned and smoking vehicles, a few stray bodies here and there, on the sidewalk and streets. But empty. No. A flicker of movement. A little girl walking between the buildings. Innocent? No. Hunched over. Arms wrapped over her chest, fingers hunched over like tiny claws. A blood-sprinkled shirt that read in big block letters, I ♥ My Mom. Wild eyes. 

And then she looked straight at me; my muscles went limp and I ducked down, bruising my knees and the palms of my hands.

“You okay?” Mary asked from below. “What do you see?”

“Nothing. I’m coming down.”

I peeked my head up. The girl was going down the street. I stifled an urge to laugh. I had been frightened by a little girl. I descended back into the lounge, and Mary folded the ladder and set the latch back right. “What was that about?”

My stomach rumbled. “This place is dog-empty. Nothing.” Except for an infected kindergartner. 

She had heard my stomach grumbling. “You hungry?”

I nodded. “What do we have up here?”

“Nothing. Except for my packed lunch. Well, what’s left of it. A diabetic needed it. Oh, yes, and Daniel’s lunch. A frozen pasta entrée. But it needs a microwave, and we don’t have any electricity except for this battery-powered lamp, a relic, so who knows how long that will last.”

“We ought to get some food.” I pointed to the window.

Dick shook his head. “No. The doors burst open. They could be in there.”

“Les. Look out the window. Who’s down there?”

“No one.”

“See? It’s safe.”

“But it might not be.”

“And we might all die if we don’t get food. And that diabetic will be needing more in an hour or so.”

Mary sighed. “Who is to go?”

“Me, Dick, Louis and Daniel. You and Diane keep things under control here.”

“All guys. You know how I feel about sexism. And women’s rights.”

“This isn’t the sixties anymore, Diane. I know. But men will bust under pressure if something happens up here. You guys won’t. Sound good?”

Running a hand through her hair, “Fine. But hurry up. It doesn’t make me feel good, you guys being out there.”

“We will. Dick, Louis. Where’s Daniel? Daniel! Over here! Hi-ho, let’s go.”

Mary peered through the slit in the wall, eyes gazing down the steps. “Careful,” she said as Diane opened the door. Dick, Daniel slipped through, then me, and then Louis. We descended quickly, a rancid stench burning the insides of our noses. The stairs bellied out into the meat department; slabs of warm beef and chicken, red with blood and staining the counters, were covered with thousands of swarming flies. Maggots poked through ripples in the sheared flesh. I almost gagged. The smell was overwhelming. I imagine that if the flesh were of humans, I would have puked all over my own shoes. The door leading to the heart of the store had been wedged shut with several steel rolling tables, then barricaded with a wire-frame struts positioned at an angle. It seemed frail, but it took all of us to move the contraption away. Louis looked through the twin glass windows in the swinging metal doors, saw nothing, and pushed through. The rest of us followed, emptying into the store. The eyes of a dozen people tore into us from above, where friends and companions watched from a honey window with flimsy blinds.

“Hurry,” Daniel told us, especially me. “We weren’t able to board off this place. There could be some of those killers roaming around here. In the aisles. Be careful.”

We split up. I went past the soda bins, stacks of fresh deli bread, and an overhanging sign that read Hot Deli; Meats and Cheese; Sandwiches Prepared Fresh For You! I hopped the counter of the deli, landing hard on my feet. I bent over and opened a sliding panel to reveal buckets of chicken and potato wedges and mashed potatoes and macaroni-and-cheese and even some salmon. Don’t forget gallons of tuna and ham salad, chicken salad, deli cheeses and sliced meats. Honey-suckle ham and smoked turkey bacon. Oh, and ham wraps and the delicious but cold potato skins.

My mouth salivated; I reached inside and grabbed some potato wedges. The panel had been shut. They were still warm. Crunching my teeth into it, I nearly puked at the taste of chilly potato filling. I spit it out at my shoes. The chicken was still warm. I probed the inside of one with my finger just to make sure. It was fine. 

I drew the bucket out and put it in a solitary cart flipped over in the produce aisle. Gave me a chance to get some bananas and apples and pears. Bagged nuts and seeds covered stand-alone basins, also littered with garlic and pickles, some apple cider, all-natural honeycomb honey and molasses. The far wall was lined with bottle upon bottle of all sorts of cheap wine from across the state.

Dick ran up. “Hey!”

I spun around, half-terrified.

He demanded, “Where’d you get the cart?”

“It was in the aisle.”

“Oh.” Calming down, “Okay. Don’t go outside. They might be out there.”

“I didn’t plan on it.”

“Grab some Lunchables and stuff like that. Oooh. Chicken.” He grabbed a piece and bit into it. “Nice choice.”

“I thought you might like it.”

He slapped me hard on the shoulder; I winced. “Maybe some snacks, too, eh? I have to keep Daniel and Louis from spending too much time in the alcohol section. You know how they are with booze. Hurry up, okay?” He trotted off.

Pushing the cart, I wove out of the aisle, past the movies section, and around the registers. Pausing, I took a spare moment to look over the registers, the quiet paper and plastic bags, out the large panel windows. How many times had I stood here, doing nothing but counting away the time till I was able to escape. Feet aching, crying; hands swimming in all sorts of foods and drinks and methodologically filling bags Paper or plastic? And that parking lot. How many times had I looked out to see sparse cars, a cozy, setting sun, girl and boy scouts and churches selling cookies or wreaths or Christmas trees? Normalcy. Shot out the window in only a few hours.

And how many hours had it been? It seemed like ages. No. It was only 11:47 a.m. Almost six hours since I rose from my bed, thinking it would be just another boring Friday afternoon. Friday. Laughter. Inside, at least. My face remained stonily cold. Friday. I always worked Fridays. Curiosity drew me to the schedule. Ryan—was he alive?—, Jason—and him? Where was he?—, Ashley—a wonderful girl, had she turned to a beast?—and on down the list of names, till Austin, with my phone number below, reflected into my eyes. 3:00-8:00 tonight. When I was supposed to work. Oh, how I yearned so bad to come in at three o’clock and work. To know my family was fine; to know Chad and Drake were okay; and to know Zack went home only to skip open gym and watch Seinfeld.
Normalcy.

Out the window.

My eyes drifted over the service desk. Trojan condoms. Lighters. Butane. Batteries. A sign advertising the week’s sales, video rental information, dark computers. Fans that were held still, motionless, without a breath. The commons on the registers did not glow; no one was there to operate them. Blood stained the floor near the end of a register, some sprinkled over the wrinkled plastic bags. Never could have imagined. Displays of all kinds of cheap, fatty snacks. Butternut. Little Debbie’s. Hershey’s—two stands for Hershey’s—and I.G.A. off-brands. 

Normalcy.

Gone.

I feared—forever.

Crash

Ripped from my trance, I glared towards the sound. It had come from the soup aisle. I set my cart still and ran for it, fearing someone might have gotten hurt. God forbid Daniel and Louis get drunk and mess something up too bad. I wheeled around to see the soup aisle empty—except for a few cans rolling on the ground, one split at the seal and leaking a colored, murky gook. I only then noticed how hard my heart had been beating; I patted my chest, trying to calm it down. Just an accident. They happened all the-

Running feet. I peered down the aisle just in time to see Daniel’s body half-running, half-falling past. Then gone to the other side. I ran forward and dove into the corridor. The large swinging doors leading to the dairy were rocking back and forth. Hands with needle-like fingernails dug into me; I whipped around, bashing the attackers in the face. Daniel staggered back, blood seeping from his nose. I read terror in his eyes. He was pale and shuddering, losing control.

I grabbed him by the arm, gripped. “Daniel. Daniel. What’s wrong? What happened?”

He was babbling under his breath.

Shaking him, “Daniel? Daniel. Daniel!”

The store manager managed, “I told him not to… He might still… But he didn’t believe… didn’t… listen…”

“Daniel, what are you-“

A horrendous screech. I released Daniel and spun around. The doors were thrown back and Dick fell from the dairy, landing hard on the concrete flooring. A deep gash gushed blood from his wound, an artery or something slashed. He cried out in pain, groping at the wound as it bled all over the concrete. Over the din of his cries I could hear bang bang bang from the windows of the lounge. I looked over Dick and saw them at the windows, yelling. Pleading.

No.

Warning.

Warning.

“Daniel…”

He sagged up against stacked 12-packs of Pepsi. “Austin… Austin…”

“I have to help him. Stay here.”

“Austin…”

I ran away and fell next to Dick, the doors looming over me. Blood covered his arm. His eyes flickered back and forth as he faded in and out. I felt for a pulse. Very weak. The blood welted out of his arm like a spring. The flesh was sliced open from the shoulder to the wrist, tearing cloth and ligaments, splintering bone. Strands of muscle lurked from the wound. Blood trickled over my hands, and a sudden burst sprayed my legs. I didn’t care. Dick’s eyelids fluttered. “Dick… Dick, man…” He reached up and grabbed me by the shoulder, choking. “Dick…” His grip tightened; he leaned forward, purple tongue bulging, and his eyes slid shut; his grip loosened, and he fell back, gurgling; his hand draped down to the floor and blood trickled from his mouth. He was gone.

Feet coming for me. I turned my head. It was Daniel. He wailed, “Austin! Run! Run!”

“How did this happen?” I ordered, not thinking straight. “What happened to him!”

“No! Run! Run!”

“Daniel!”

Daniel stood over me, and he said, “It was Kenny. Kenny did this.” And he sprinted away.

I leapt to my feet. “Daniel! Kenny? I thought-“

He whirled around, shouted, “Run! He’s in the aisles! Somewhere in the aisles!”

And he vanished into the meat department.

Shook my head, knelt down next to Dick’s corpse. “Sorry, buddy.” I don’t know if it was a warning, or something natural, or maybe something completely off-the-mark. But the hairs on my neck rose and shivers climbed my spine. Literally climbed. I felt terror grip me, and could almost feel icy-cold fingers wrapping—no, clenching—around my heart, my chest, filling it with lucid evil. I gazed down the corridor, to the alcoholic beverages. Completely empty. Bang bang bang

Warning

And it hit me. I looked down. Dick’s skin had turned purple-gray, his eyes sunken; the lips unfurled before my eyes, revealing yellow teeth. His closed, sunken eyes ripped open, and he glared at me. But it wasn’t Dick. It was… something else. He snarled and wrenched upwards, snapping at me with his teeth. I reeled backwards; he caught me in his arms, fingers clawing at my back. I swung him against a display of canned goods, sending the cans crashing to the ground. Dick’s hands unclenched and he fell with them, tumbling down, blood covering everything. My feet dragged me around, and I bolted down the aisle.

Bang bang bang

They were still banging

Kenny

Somewhere in the aisles

Run! Run! Run!

I almost ran right into the grocery cart with the bucket of chicken. I looked down the aisle and saw Kenny, hunched and decrepit, staring at me. He opened his mouth and shrieked. Grabbing the bucket I tore my feet towards the meat department. Kenny’s own legs raced forward, giving to a chase. I wheeled past the hot deli and the soda display. Louis, neck spurting blood, stood there, now nothing close to human. He ran after me, blocking my way. I side-stepped as he neared and tripped him up; he landed hard and slid, knocking Kenny over as he rounded the corner. I bashed through the double metal doors and ran up the steps; Mary swung open the door and I hurled inside, bashing the bucket of chicken against the wall, tripping over someone’s feet, and taking a dive into a couch. Mary slammed the door shut and locked it tight; the chair was wedged back against it. My heart jumped to and fro. I spent a moment on the floor to get my breath back.

Everyone stared at me. Daniel was bawling in the corner. Two of his best friends had gone.

“Well,” I said slowly, still finding it hard to breathe. “I got the chicken.”

Someone in the shadows muttered, “Good food, good meat. Good gods, let’s eat.”

12:00 P.m. 

Good food, good meats

Reminiscences 

Good-byes
Lunch. Just in time, too. The cracked LCD on my watch said it was right at noon. I still lied against the foot of the couch, breath coming to me in awkward spasms. The world went fuzzy for a moment, my head swam, but it came back to me, surreal, and I felt as if I were being loaded into a coffin and laid to rest six feet into the ground. Then the scene became clearer, and my eyes sparkled. My lungs inflated, and my head surged with a new burst of oxygen. Amanda helped me to my feet.

“We tried to warn you,” she said.

My knees knocked together under the jeans. “I didn’t understand until it was too late.”

Diane glowered, “Kenny ran into that back room. We saw it happen, but didn’t see him leave. We didn’t think he was still there.” 

Thinks for telling me. Oh, by the way, one of our day employees is infected and trying to kill people, he might be down there in the dairy, but, sorry, I guess it didn’t cross my mind. But I didn’t show my cursed disapproval. I was okay. Daniel was, despite his choking sobs—and who is to blame him—, was fine. But Dick and Louis were gone. Bryon and Les watched from the window. Faith stood silently in the corner, staring at me, and I imagined she might have been thinking, He could have been one of them. He could have tried to kill me. And I wondered what went through the infected’s minds, and I shuddered at the grim thought of knowing first-hand.

“At least,” Diane said, “you got some food. And chicken. Nice job.”

“Don’t mention it,” I said, kneeling down, grabbing one of the floor. My muscles quaked. I picked a strand of hair off the cold, wrinkled skin, and sank my teeth into it. My hunger had all but evaporated, and now it didn’t taste so good—cold, chalky, greasy. But I ate it anyways, and my stomach found no complaint. 

The others grabbed chicken from the floor and bucket, and quietly ate. Daniel even started eating, chewing and swallowing between sobs. A baby refused to eat, crying, eyes bulging and cheeks swelling red with blood under the faint skin.

I grabbed the bucket and looked inside. One left. I prepared to eat it—a trophy—when I realized Faith hadn’t moved. I walked over to her, and tried to give it to her. “Come on.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“Neither was I. But your stomach will be thankful.”

“No.” She turned her eyes.

“Don’t famish yourself. You need all the strength you can get.”

“I have strength.”

I set the piece of chicken on the window sill. Between the blinds, I could see dark splotches of crimson blood and a knocked-over stack of cans where I had ran from the savage Dick. I had to laugh at that last thought. It was dark in the store because of the power outage, but I could still make out faint swirls and shadows over the stocked aisles. I remembered stocking some, especially the baby food aisle—I had small fingers, so I was always given that task. A hunched shadow caressed the baby foods, then dispersed to nothing. I took Faith’s hand. It was cold. And shaking. “You lie,” I said with a wan smile. “Eat the chicken.”

She pulled her hand away from me, almost repulsed. Anger. Choked it down. Sigh. “Faith…”

She denied looking into my eyes.

“Okay. Can I see your arm?”

Her eyes seemed to go livid, but flared down. “It’s fine.”

“No.” I took it, and she didn’t protest. Her skin was soft, smooth, yet cold. I rolled up her sleeve. Her tan skin faded to a mottled white after a tan line. A deep bruise was swelling over her bicep. A pit of grief and shame and guilt clenched my gut. I wanted to cry. 

“My leg is bruised, too.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Take the chicken.”

A knot in my throat. I left the chicken there, but retreated back to the couch, sitting down at its foot, next to Les and Bryon. They teethed the frail chicken bones. Amanda had bit through the bone and was sucking out the marrow. Smart. My eyes nonchalantly trailed up to the ceiling, and I looked at the hatch, and saw nothing but freedom and doom. Temptation. Know the end result, go through anyways. Can’t live without it, your mind says. Who is it going to hurt? Me. It won’t kill you. Yes, it will. Come on. You know you’re going to do it. Why even wrestle with it? Face the facts. Don’t look like a hypocrite and wander around the cones, but always reaching the end of the line! Be hot or cold, Austin, not lukewarm. You’re not hot. Might as well be cold. So be cold. No. Be cold. It’s inevitable. No. 

Do you love them?

Dropped the chicken bones to the floor. My stomach half-revolted with the disquiet meat. I didn’t know how to say it. Mom Dad Ashlie. Even the dog. The dog? So I just said it. “Guys. I have to leave. Have to get out of here.”

Bryon and Les gawked at me. Amanda looked up. Some of the surrounding customers and employees turned their heads. Faith watched from the corner by the window. Bryon mouthed, “Say what? Leave?”

“I have to go home. I need to know if they’re okay.”

“Go home?” Les muttered. “Austin. That’s, what, three miles away! And probably crawling with-“

“I know. I know. But I can’t just sit here and wait to die. Can’t die on my rear.”

“So you’re walking into hell?”

“Les. I have to go back. If Chad and your mom and brother were at your house, you would go. But they’re not, so you are content to stay here. My mom doesn’t go into the school for work until ten o’clock. My dad’s boss called and told him to stay home. Problems at the health department. And Ashlie is sick. They’re all at home. I have to go to them.”

Amanda glared at me like I was a sick disease. “You’re serious?”

I nodded. “Yes.” I was going. And they all knew that. This was no joke. My voice, my face, the severe anxiety grappling at my very nerves was more than enough to convince them of this hideous truth. Then, as if begging to make matters worse, “It will be hard. Les, you’re right. This place is probably crawling.” I ♥ My  Mom. “And it will be especially hard. I think they are attracted to sounds, and the last thing I want to do is herd a crowd of them—thousands of them—to my front door. So I can’t take the Jeep. It is too loud. I can’t take anything but my own feet.”

Entire silence. Even the baby stopped crying, surprised at the dead-fall in the room. The baby’s eyes widened.

Amanda mustered, “You’re going to walk?”

Yeah. Walk streets overflowing with the dead. Try to run three miles without being cut down by thousands of them. Outrun them. I could run. Oh. I had the path all worked out in my head. Cut through the Springboro Plaza, past the old pumpkin farm, through the line of trees, behind all those restaurants next to the A.T.M. machine, around the library, across the field, down the street behind the houses, through North Park, through the Woods, up my street and home. A path I had walked many times in the summer with my cousins from Kentucky. “Yeah. I’m going to walk.”

“That’s insane,” someone muttered. “Shoot yourself and get it over with.”

Another: “They’ll be on you before you step out.”

I ♥ My Mom The little girl leaping onto me, tearing me apart with claws and teeth. A silent scream tickled at my throat.

Les read my mind. “And you want someone to go with you? Are you out of your mind?”

Silence.

“No one? No one?”

Bryon glowered. “I didn’t come here all the way from Sinclair just to step outside and be killed.”

“And what, then, are you waiting for? To starve here? What happens at dinner? You gonna cut up that frozen microwave dinner, toss it about yourselves like wild animals? Because you won’t go down there! Kenny stayed! And he’s still there, now with two companions who want to eat you all alive! All the chicken in the bucket is gone. What? Are you guys going to start eating each other? Like them?”

No one spoke.

“Well. I’m going.” And I leaned back, closed my eyes, and tried to sleep.

Nothing. Who was I kidding? I couldn’t sleep. My eyes opened. No one moved. I started up.

Les stared at the wall, right past me. “Remember, Austin, when we went to the North Park Woods in the rain? Our glasses got fogged and we had to take them off. And what we thought were paths were really dry creek-beds, and they were all swirling with water. And we just walked through the woods, in the rain, talking about girlfriends. How you wanted one. And how I had one. And how sometimes we just need to listen to the rain, and get away from everything? And we leaned up against that tree and just listened to the rain?”

I paused. Sat back down. “And then you accidentally slapped me with that branch?”

“Haha. Yeah. And then you crossed the stream on that branch, and almost fell off. And I was laughing so hard I slipped.” He smiled.

To Les: “You remember back in September, don’t you, when we went to your cousin’s show at the Attic? That’s when they were going to our church, and everyone thought they were so awesome because they were in a band, and me, you and Chad were hanging out with them a lot. They invited us to one of the shows, and because we were friends, we tagged along. And-“ laugh –“the show was horrible. They stunk, and they stunk bad. Everyone just praised them because they were popular. They publicly made fun of me at the concert, and everyone thought they were cool for it, and they were all laughing and back-stabbing me and making an innocent game out of it.”

“Or when we were with Chad, and watching Reno 911. And the guy was at the hospital, all his police companions all around him, and he woke up. They thought he was dead, and got so scared they pulled out their guns and shot everyone in the room.”

“And then that guy’s surprise birthday party, where he got called to a scene with possible gunfire, went into the dark building, and went the lights flashed on and the captain yelled surprise! he panicked and pulled out his gun and shot the captain in the stomach.”

We both laughed.

Bryon said, “Don’t you guys remember two New Year’s Eve parties ago? Austin, you were in Ryan’s room, and you were flipping through channels on the television, and right when Chad walked in you were on a channel with a bunch of teenage guys in nothing but boxers and that oh yeah song on, and everyone made fun of you, acting like you were gay.”

Laughter. “And then Derry and Germs tried to give me a noogie, and I threw them both into the wall.”

“And wore that dumb monkey around your neck the entire night,” Les said with a grin.

Amanda put forth, “When it started to storm, Austin, and it was just you, me, and Ashlie, and you ran outside like a madman, diving into the ground whenever it thundered, and Ashlie locked the door and you ran for it and smashed into the glass. And you hit the deck right when a large clap of thunder hit, so loud it shook the house, and the look on your face—that scared look—was priceless.”

I said, “Remember, Les, when you, me, Chad and Drake went to Deals, and Drake was deciding whether to buy Royal playing cards or black twizzler, and he chose the twizzler…” Les was already laughing. “And then we got into the Jeep and he looked at the playing cards and said, ‘Why the heck did I get these? When am I ever going to use these?’”

“Or when you pulled away at Kroger’s, and parked far-off, and when he came out, you were gone. He had his twizzlers, and he was just like, ‘Well, Austin left, but at least I have my twizzlers.’ And he just ate them and started to walk back to your place.”

“Remember when we were at Student Rev and Joshua was going on about how silence is when we listen to God, and said we should just listen in silence for a moment, and Corey lit a match and held it to my leg, and I slammed it into the metal of the sound board desk and it rang so loud, and Joshua was so mad… Disrupted everything…”

Bryon said, “Hey, do you guys remember when we toilet-papered Joshua’s house, and he had been inside the whole time watching us and just laughing? And we jumped into the del Sol so fast it hurt.”

“And then you guys egged all those houses of the people at our church as a joke…”

Bryon. “Or do you remember, Les, when I drove you and Austin out to Old Staley road and we were watching for ghosts, and we saw that weird light in the sky that followed us around.”

“And you said it was a U.F.O.”

“I said it wasn’t a U.F.O…”

“Remember those videos,” I said, “that Chad I filmed, when we were running through the woods acting like raptors?”

“And when me and you chased Amanda and Ashlie through the woods,” Les said. “We thought they were really playing, but they were waiting at the bridge, and we wasted an hour in the ‘hunt.’”

“Yeah, well, Les,” I said, “you weren’t there, but Bryon was, when we were filming an off-shot Super Troopers video and the guy came through the woods to tell us to stop, and Chad panicked so bad that he ran up a hill and hid behind a tree because he had thought it was a cop. The guy ended up being a movie director and had been packing in case we were a little too rough.”

Bryon laughed. “And remember when we were on our way to Part’s Express and we told that random guy that he had a flat tire and he got off the road?”

Quiet. I said, “That wasn’t that funny,” but we all exploded into laughter.

Amanda said, “I remember when we went to Half-Price books in Franklin, and you said you knew what you wanted, and Drake told me that it would take forever, and we were there for an hour, and I got home late, and my dad yelled at me.”

“Do you guys,” I said, “remember when Les and I sled into the creek at North Park when it was covered with ice, and the ice was supposed to hold and shoot us across to the other bank, but we hit a root and fell onto the ice, and it broke and we splashed into all that cold water. By the time we raced three houses down to Ryan’s place, we were completely drenched and soaked and numb all over. And my dad showed up to take us to Rev and he was really ticked off because we needed to go back to my place and get new clothes.”

“Winter was always fun. Sledding at North Park. In the woods. That was always fun.”

“I wonder,” Amanda said, “if we’ll ever see a winter here again?”

The laughter died, cut off completely. 
I wonder if we’ll ever see a winter here again?

Or will we be dead—or worse—before the spring turns to summer and summer turns to fall and the first snow drapes the landscape? Will the freshly-lain snow glimmer with hope, prosperity, and happiness, or be maroon with blood and death and a devastated planet? What will be left of the earth? What will be left of us? That time would come, I knew. It would. But would I? Would I last to see it?

“No putting it off,” I said, standing. Legs burned. “I want to get there before dark.”

“You have hours,” Les said quickly.

“Yes. But I don’t know how many snags I will run into.”

“Hopefully none.”

“Hopefully.”

Les let out a hand. “Good luck, man.”

I shook it. “Here.” I unlatched the keys on my belt and gave them to him. “I won’t be needing it. This place won’t hold for long. You know how to drive, even if the driving lessons cost too much. You know where the Jeep is. Just shimmy down there and get in.” He held the keys up to the dim light from the battery-powered lamp. The keys shone and glinted. “Don’t lose them. Life is in those keys.”

Bryon hugged me tight. “Take it easy.”

He had a reckless spirit. “Sure you don’t want to come?”

“I’m sure.”

Amanda embraced me. “Don’t do this. But be careful.”

“You know I will.” I turned to Mary. “I’m not too tall; bring the ladder down, will you?”

And it was then that the understanding of what I was doing hit me full-force.

I was walking into the arms of death, under the blow of the reaper’s scythe.

Mary obeyed, and bright light flooded the room. I pressed my feet on the lowest rung, turned my head. To the others: “See you later, much later than sooner I hope.”

“Wait,” a voice rung in the darkness. The cop came forward. “I’ll go with you. It isn’t right for me to stay. And it isn’t helpful. I’m no fool. There isn’t food here, and there is water downstairs, but you have to brave the dead-and-alive to get to it. Let me come. I have a gun.” He patted his belt. “Fully loaded and unused. A 9mm.”

I grinned. Thank you, God. If you’re there. “Yes. Of course.”

Bryon, never to be outdone by a cop, lurched forward. “Count me in. I can’t let you walk alone.”

“How noble of you,” I sneered, without contempt; praise drooled from my lips.

The cop went up first, Bryon said his byes, and went up. I followed, but retreated.

Les said, “Backing out?”

“No. Don’t forget: you have to brake before you can shift it into drive.”

“I know. Of course.”

“Your mom always says you forgot. And if it gets thick, sometimes people forget stuff.”

“I’ve got it.”

“Okay, then. Don’t forget.” And good-bye. I won’t see you again. Because either I will die, or you will.

I pulled up on the ladder and rose towards the brilliant square looking up at the fringe of a storm cell. Then someone tugged on my jeans. I looked down, half-expecting to see Les asking me which key went to the Jeep—it says Jeep on it, fool!—but I saw Faith’s weary eyes. She stared up at me and said, “I can’t be mad. You saved my life. You only did what you had to do. Don’t be sorry. I’m sorry. I saw the pain—the guilt—in your eyes. And I am sorry I forced you to feel that. Please don’t feel it again. I’m sorry.” A tear trickled down her frosted cheek. “Austin… Really. Watch out. They’re all around.”

I didn’t know how to reply. Here was the girl my heart longed to hold, to touch, to kiss. If I bent down and held her, touched her, kissed her, everything sane yelled that she would respond smoothly. My mind flashed—funny how real time is denied and the world can slow to a steady pulse—and I imagined myself jumping down and embracing her; the two of us falling against the wall, kissing, oblivious, forgetful of the world and the nightmares; she would shiver beneath me, and she would cry, and I would wrap my arms around her, and run her silky hair through my fingers, and taste her bitter tears, comforting her as best I could, before I walked off into certain doom. I would feel her body against mine and get lost in time. All my dreams and fantasies, all my longings and throbbing desires could come true. I just had to step down off that ladder. Step down off the ladder and grab the bull by the horns, and inhale her honey scent, the running roses whispering on her breath. Just step off the ladder. 

But instead I said, “Try to find some lotion to put on the bruises. Ben-Gay or something. And stick close to Les. He has the keys out of here.” And I pulled myself out of the hatch, and stood on the roof, immersed in the dimming light of noon as a menacing storm rolled towards Springboro, Ohio.

1:00 P.m. 

Out of the silence

The Police Station

The chaining of Taylor

The jaws of the storm twisted and turned, somersaulting above our heads, casting wicked shadows over the rooftops and leaving murky fog in the corners and crannies. We looked backwards, over Olde Springboro, and I could see the High School, seemingly abandoned. Vehicles littered the parking lot, and smoke and flames gushed from the shattered glass dome of the atrium. The countryside rolled south to Franklin, with stripped spring fields and pockets of dangling trees. We couldn’t see Franklin from here, but our eyes reflected lightning coursing down over the hick town, stabbing through the green clouds and disappearing over the forested mounts. A few quiet homes stood stagnant on the hilltops, all but shadowed from view in the gloom; one had been completely burnt down, and sparse fires lit up its charred foundation. 

Bryon looked all around, amazed at the silence. Thunder growled. 

The hatch beneath us swung shut, the latch ringing loudly in our ears. And we were alone.

The cop said, “We’d better get moving before the storm hits. If we make good time, we can be there in twenty minutes.”

“I somehow doubt that,” I said under my breath.

Bryon walked across the roof to where broken tiles slanted downwards, hovering seven feet off the concrete. “You guys coming?” But the cop elected to go first, and jumped down, landing nimbly. He held the 9mm in his hands and surveyed the destroyed parking lot. I used to go on cart checks to the employee parking lot and drive down here to get out a minute faster. I was so lazy back then. Bryon slid over and landed next to him. They muttered something and ducked into the shadows. I ducked down just as a hunched man in a Springboro Hardware uniform sagged from the building, wheezing against the wooden stilts plastered against the face of the store—Springboro Construction had been remodeling, re-facing the fronts of Springboro Plaza. A sign in the foyer of I.G.A. showed I.G.A.’s plans. Plans never to be completed. 

The man stood there for what seemed hours. My lungs burnt. The clouds tumbled overhead, casting sputtering shadows over all of Springboro Plaza, shadows lurking, moving, lurking between the cars and smoking wrecks. Then the figure moved around the side of the building and vanished. I waited until the cop and Bryon egged me on. I dropped down, landing hard on the balls of my feet, pain sprinting up and down my legs. The window of the deli was abandoned. Kenny, Dick, Louis were in there. The thought made my shoulders cringe.

The cop said, “You know the way.”

“Yeah. Stick to the building. Follow me.” I moved along the brick siding, and passed the drive-thru. An urge overcame me, an urge to use the Jeep—so much faster, maybe I had been wrong, it would be—but, no. I didn’t have the keys. We passed, I knew it was for the better. We reached the end of the building, where the lot ran down to the street. Flames illuminated the path before us. It was so dark, but not black; green clouds made the air thick with tension, and cut off light, throwing us all in a dim gloom. I looked both ways a few times and quickly crossed, keeping low, until I was against the glass panel windows of Dance with Terri. The glass was broken, and in the next room I could see patches of pink satin thrown about, some slick with dried blood.

“This way,” I said, sliding along the building.

Suddenly a pain burnt through my back and I fell; Bryon had elbowed me in the small of the back, paralyzing me for a second; I fell down onto the concrete and rolled over; he jumped back and the glass window next to me shattered, raining glass all over my clothes. A ballerina lunged out, snarling and swiping with bloody hands. Bryon grabbed the girl by her frizzy hair, wrenched her hair back, drew a switch-blade, popped it open, and shoved it into the girl’s eye; blood gushed out and she gave a last shriek. He withdrew the blade, and the little girl’s body crumpled to the ground. Her head landed next to mine, a gouged and glazed eye staring at me. I writhed to my feet, completely repulsed. Glass fell from my clothes, tinkering on the concrete.

Bryon held the knife in white-knuckled hands. “Sorry. I saw her coming.”

“Thanks.”

We went around the building, and I was still shaking from the encounter. A deep weariness overcame me, and I just wanted to sleep. The draping, green-leafed branches of the trees hid shadows and murky holes leading up to the farm house. We slid between them, keeping into the grass. The porch was abandoned, broken in some places; the oversized doll house Ashlie used to gawk at had been sheared down to nothing, splintered in several pieces. We stuck to the line of trees until we ran into an intersection. Ahead of us were several businesses and restaurants, the library; and right was a subdivision. I had seen the subdivisions. Peaceful mommies and daddies turned to bloodthirsty monsters; we all looked down the road and saw nothing, all quiet, but knew, we knew, it was all a deception.

The cop muttered into my ear—I jumped—, “Let’s get going. We can’t stop. The storm.”

It hovered right over us. Lightning shot down into the subdivision, and thunder echoed in our ears.

“Yeah. Yeah.”

I ran across the street, and they followed. Our feet padded over the concrete and we passed the A.T.M. machine, several cars, and forlorn buildings. SpringPark Cleaner’s. Subby’s.  Ron’s Pizza and Sub’s. Doors hung from hinges; glass windows lay in shards that reflected darkly off the stacking clouds. Tables and chairs in the eateries were overthrown; bodies lay sprawled here and there. Several shirts and pants and some Prom dresses and suits had been blown out of a hole blown in the side of the Cleaner’s, lacerating the waving slope leading down to a gutter, and the street. A strong gale tugged at our clothes as we descended the slope and crossed the street, not looking back and forth. No reason-

The cop: “Stop.”

We froze, sucking in our breaths. My eyes fogged as I scanned the area. Desolate. Thunder.

The cop knelt down, and felt the ground. Then he stood, and gazed down the road. His ears perked, and I chuckled to myself, despite the madness, because he reminded me of a puppy from the Towne Mall. I followed his gaze and peered into the first tendrils of a snaking neighborhood. Quiet. The houses seemed to loom out at us like ghosts, spirits. And then my ears tickled, and I heard it, too. 

Bryon swallowed. “It’s a car.”

“It’s coming towards us,” I muttered.

The cop said, “I don’t see it. Where is it?” The noise grew louder.

“It’s not on the-“

The trees to our right, spindly and young, bent over and the wheels of a Ford Bronco spun over them, shredding leaves and spitting soil. The Bronco lurched forward, sliding down the hill and ramped the curb of the road. The bulky driver within yanked the wheel around and barreled right at us. The grill rose at my face and somehow my legs jerked me to the side; the brakes squealed and the Bronco half-fishtailed, the motor roaring. Exhaust fumes gushed from the pipe; it smelt acrid and distasteful. I found myself lying on the ground, dirt caking the side of my face. And my back ached. The driver’s side window rolled down, and the driver glared at us. Heavy jowls, deep yet pearl eyes, a sonnet of a voice. 

He looked over us, at the cop, kept on the cop. “Officer Jamison. Didn’t expect to see you out here.” The cop launched to his feet, jaws dropping. The man laughed. “Not gonna give me another citation for reckless driving are-“

“You fool!” Jamison roared. “Turn off the engine!”

“It’s okay. I refilled it before all this came-“

“No! No! The noise! They’re attracted-“

Bryon hit me in the shoulder and pointed to the trees. The flattened brush had been righting up, but was flattened as infected swarmed after us, a skeleton crew. They seemed amazingly fast and yet surprisingly slow. My muscles zipped into shock and adrenaline pumped. My legs carried me up off the ground. The driver peered through his rear-view mirror. “I thought I lost them.”

Bryon choked, “All of Springboro is effing overrun! You can’t lose them!”

“Jump in the back!” the driver exclaimed. “Jump in the back!”

What else were we to do? They were attracted to the sound, God knew. But what else to do?

Where to hide?

Jamison jumped into the back. Bryon hurled himself in. I jumped up, clambered over, but slipped and fell. Clumsy. My muscles weren’t-

Bryon roared, “What are you doing! Austin! They’re right there!”
I didn’t falter the second time; legs dangling upwards over the edge of the bed, the truck screamed away; I feared I would fall out, but Bryon wrenched me into the back. I thudded around several barrels of insecticide and fertilizer. One had opened and purplish-gray crystals spilled out everywhere; Jamison bumped his arm into the fertilizer, reeled backwards. “It burns!” His feet slipped over the bed and he tripped backwards, hitting the edge of the bed and tumbling overboard. The truck jumped; “He fell! He fell!” I banged my hands on the rearview window of the cab.

But it was too late. Jamison’s arm had been crushed under the tires; he withdrew his pistol and fired several rounds into the beasts, shattering their skulls and tearing through chests. The futile humans fell, but his magazine emptied; he screamed for help as they overcame him, ripping at his flesh and biting at his veins. We saw the red of blood before the mutants completely engulfed him, a swarming, sickening mass. 

My hands weakened and I slumped down, abandoned banging on the window. Too late. 

We were nearing the intersection. Bryon turned around. “At least he took some down with-“

My mind doesn’t recall what happens next. I guess it is like all accidents. In the movies they happen in slow-motion, and can take up to minutes to end. But in real life, the truth is much quicker. I estimate it all happened in about two seconds, maybe three—at the most. I was watching the mass of infected over the body of the cop—was he to become one of them?—when the death-throes of metal, the shredding of rubber and the bursting frenzy of squelching air filled my ears. Then my vision tilted, and my stomach leapt into my throat. The barrels rushed at me and hit me head-on, ramming into my chest; I flipped over and one bashed my hand pretty bad. Grunting in agony, I saw the foreboding storm clouds replaced by bright green, and suddenly the dirt erupted all around me in a storm, and I heard nothing but roaring and screeching metal. Pitch darkness. Then the darkness lit up with an incredible brightness, and I saw the sky again, and my chest heaved as I lay on the grass, next to a tree. I heard the crunching of metal and tires and then complete silence. Birds fluttered out of the tree.

Disoriented, confused, I climbed to my senses, found I was on a slope. Deep tire marks gouged the earth, and pockets of dirt had been torn up. I loped up the hill, all too aware of the pain I was in, the bruises and brakes of my body mending a web of pain in my mind. I grabbed the tree for support and reached the flat lawn. The police department to our left, library to the right. And the wrecked hulk of the Bronco right in front of me, flames gushing from the cab, where the engine had caught fire and exploded.

“Bryon!” I called and raced towards the wreck. 

A figure crawled up from the shadow of the disaster. Bryon’s scrawny figure. I felt the heat of the flames, and knew we could be engulfed in a fireball any minute. “Bryon…” I knelt down next to him and grabbed his hand. Memories of Dick flashed through my mind, but I shoved them away. Not this time. His hand was warm. Hadn’t Dick’s been cold? I ripped him towards me, and he cursed under his breath. But he stumbled with me, away from the wreck. He fell against a tree and stood, breathing hard. A large gash ran the length of his triceps, leaking blood in torrents. He tore off part of his shirt and wrapped it up.

“What about the driver?” he asked.

The flames. “I don’t think so.”

“Geez. No mercy.”

“What?”

“They’re coming.”

The infected raced across the street towards us, leaving the cop’s location. But the cop was gone.

Bryon muttered something under his breath. “I can’t run… I can hardly walk…”

“The Station. Come on.” I grabbed him by the arm, brushing tender flesh. He slapped my hand away. “Whatever. Just come on.” We jostled over the lawn, onto the hard concrete lot of the police station, over the sidewalk. The infected ran after us from the entrance to the Station. We wheeled around the corner and a police-man rushed at us, swinging a club. We both ducked, and the cop looked startled, then yelled, “Inside! Inside!”

We hopped through broken glass and into a lobby. Potted plants had fallen over. The desk was empty.

The cop came in after us. “To the back. The back!”

“Where!”

Bryon led the way. He’d been here enough. We reached a barred, iron, padlocked door. The cop drew a key and unlocked it. It took several tries. He was shaking so bad. The infected jumped through the glass, some falling over clumsy and they bashed down the front door. The cop pushed us in and shut the iron door, locking it tight. We backed up from the bars just as the infected hit it like a hammer. The door shuddered, but held. They drooled from the lips, wild eyes rolling in the sunken sockets. Blood covered their hands and mouths.

We stood behind the cops, watching. The cop drew a pistol, aimed, fired. The infected clawing at the door was thrown backwards as the slug tore through his forehead and exploded through the back in a spray of blood and brains. The other infected snarled and raced the door. We flinched. The gunshot echoed. Another fell, and he fired again as they fell back. The marked fell against the desk, groping at anything as blood covered the shirt on her back. The others raced back out the door and window, hollering in inhuman wails. Bryon and I shivered, the fright taking over. It was dark in here, and cold.

“It scares them off,” the cop said, unmoving. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s their buddies falling dead. Or the sound of the gun blast. I don’t know. But whatever it is, it scares them away.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Thank you. Really.”

“Don’t mention it.” He turned, sliding the gun into a holster. We all shook hands. He said, “Welcome to our little fort. We’ve got good ammunition and good fortification. We have withstood all attacks. Can’t leave, though. They’re like hornets out there. Before long, all of Springboro—the world—will fall. But I am happy to see two fine young boys alive. How are things?”

The question rang in my ears. How are things? “How do you think they’re going?”

“Badly. Very badly. Tell me. Are you hungry? No? Thirsty? Ah. Yes. We have water. And lots of it.” He led us down a corridor to an open room. Several desks filled the room, some covered with papers and lamps and computers. The walls were drenched with Wanted posters and maps and a bulletin board—Staff Donuts and Coffee Tuesdays and Thursdays. A coffee pot dripped stale coffee, forming a pool of crust over the bottom of the pot. The cop swung open a storage door and revealed a deep room lined with stocked goods—everything from food to water, to radios and weapons. Cheap weapons, but weapons. He lugged out a five-gallon water bucket and thumped it on the desk. “We don’t have cups, so… Think of it as an upside-down water-fountain.”

I went first. The water gushed into my parched mouth, swollen tongue—a river-dance of life.

Bryon said, “Radios. Why don’t you call for help.”

“We tried. But no one answers. No one’s out-putting signals anymore.”

“Nowhere?”

He shook his head. “I said, we tried.”

“We?”

The cop nodded. “The captain. And two others. They’re in the back.”

“I thought this was the back.”

“Back back.”

Bryon was silent. I wondered if he knew something we didn’t. I stopped drinking, handed it over to him. Bryon was wary, and drank with an eye constantly on the cop. I didn’t have such quarrels. I collapsed into a cheap couch against a wall. “So what’s the plan, man?”

“Plan?” the cop returned with a smile. “Our only plan is to survive. To live. Is there anything else now?”

No. I guess there wasn’t. Darwin would’ve been happy. Survival of the fittest.

The cop headed for a door labeled Staff Only. “Don’t you guys wander off. I’ll be back. With some food. Calm down. You’ll get hungry.” He went through the door and it swung shut. An audible lock, and it was bolted tight.

Bryon stopped drinking, stood. “This isn’t right, man.”

“What do you mean?”

“Something’s wrong. He’s hiding something.”

“Hiding something? He just saved our life.”

“Keep an eye open. That’s all I’m saying.”

Frustration. “You’re paranoid.”

“Paranoid or not, it’s obvious. Something’s up.”

“You have no reason to-“

“Why was he outside? Why not in here? Where it’s safe?”

I shrugged. “Maybe he heard the crash?”

“No. That wouldn’t drag him out. It wouldn’t drag anyone out.”

“Bryon, who cares? We’re alive because of him. Show a shred of gratitude, man.”

Bryon shook his head. The door opened back up. 

“Sorry,” the man said. “Here.” He dropped some canned tuna onto a desk. “Good protein.”

“Got a can opener?” I asked.

He miraculously fished one from his pocket and dropped it into my hands. “We used to have a cat run around the Station. Fed it tuna. No, it’s not cat food. Don’t worry. We’ve been eating it. That and candy leftovers from the ‘Police Officer Appreciation’ festival a week back. So.” He took a seat on the couch; Bryon watched him warily, and I popped open a can of tuna, peeling back the lid, and wrenching chunks out, chewing the bitter meat. “What’re you guys doing out here?”

Bryon gave me a glare. I ignored it. “I was trying to get home. I’ve been halfway across town. We were doing just fine until some guy came down the subdivision, engine so loud. See, I think they’re attracted to the noises. They hear something, and go after it.”

“Like hunting,” the officer ventured.

Pause. Contemplation. “Yeah. Hunting.” A chill ran up my spine.

Hunting

Continuing, “So this guy comes at us, and those people—the sick people—are right behind him, and they’re swarming like those cicadas coming this spring, and since we couldn’t outrun them—don’t they ever get tired?—we jumped in the back of the truck. One of us slipped and fell, and was killed. I don’t know how it happened, but I guess the truck flipped over, carrying us with it, and me and Bryon, we escaped without too much bashing and bruising, but the cab went up in flames, and the driver—probably—didn’t make it out. So we just ran the other direction, and that was around the police station—this police station—and that’s when you ran into us.” I took a moment to swallow down some fish. 

“Where’d you come from?”

“The grocery store down the street. There’s about twenty people holed up in there now.” And I’m afraid I’ll never see them again. Then, “Do you have a plan?”

He laughed. “Plan? What do you think? What can we do?”

“You’re just hanging out?”

“We’re not going on suicide missions. Look. Just lay low. We have enough food.”

“Enough food? For how long? You’re going to starve to-“

He silenced me, cutting the air with his hand. “You were at a grocery store, right? Did you see any of these monsters eat?”

Monsters. People. People degraded into monsters. Wasn’t it the truth, though? “Yes.”

“What did they eat?”

Morosely, “Each other.”

“Did the ones who got eaten, did they get back up?”

“No.”

“Right. And did you see them grabbing food off the aisles?”

“No.”

“So they don’t eat. But they aren’t supernatural creatures. They are by-products of an infectious disease. There’s no mystery here. They can die. And they will. It is only a matter of time. Only a matter of time until they either eat each other to death, or die of starvation. Then—and only then—do we care to venture out. And then others will venture out. I fear the number of survivors won’t be too high, but no matter—we’ll be among them. We all will. Because we’re going to survive. When they’re dead, we are going to burn their bodies and start over again. It’s just like a storm. That’s all this is. A storm. A rainfall wiping away what needs to be wiped away. Evolution. Survival of the fittest. We are the fittest.”

Wiping away what needs to be wiped away

Survival of the fittest

They don’t die—they come back to life

“What makes you so sure,” I asked, “that they can die?”

“Logic. Common sense. Things that die don’t come back to life again. It’s natural biological law.”

“But you’re wrong. I killed one earlier today, at a friend’s house. I saw him die. And he was sprawled over the table, bleeding everywhere. And when I went back, he was gone. He’d escaped through a window. A trail of bloody footprints showed his path. And then one was shot over and over in the street and fell from a truck. The infected was dead on the ground. And then he was gone when I looked again. I think these things have a tendency to come alive again.”

“Reincarnation.”

“Yes. I guess. I don’t know.”

Bryon shook his head, hostilely remarked, “What does it matter? Austin, we’re not staying here.”

My parents. My sister. My family.

The police officer went rigid. “Are you joking? You mean to leave?”

Bryon snapped, “You saved our lives. And we’re happy for that.” Grateful. “But we can’t stay here. You’re a stepping stone. A good one. But we have to go on.”

The cop found himself standing. “No. You can’t leave. It’s not safe out there.”

Bryon rose to meet him. “We’re going. Thank you, for everything. The rescue, and the food.”

“No.”

My eyes flashed between them.

The cop snarled, “You cannot leave!”

“What is it to you?”

“I don’t want to see-“

“You sly liar. You’re hiding something from us. You want to keep us here, for something you’re afraid to mention through your own bloody lips.”

The cop swung at him; Bryon blocked and drove his knee into the officer’s crotch; the cop fell backwards, over a desk; Bryon came at him again; I screamed, “Bryon!” The cop writhed away and Bryon slammed over the desk; the cop drew the 9mm and bashed the handle against Bryon’s scalp; Bryon gave a grunt and slid to the ground. Blood trickled down the side of his face, a nasty cut and bruise sweltering over his temple. The cop cocked back the gun and aimed the sights over Bryon’s face.

My legs took control. I wrenched upwards and rammed my shoulder into the cop’s back, sending him barreling into the wall; the gun discharged, the slug echoing past my ear. I stood over Bryon’s body and held my arms out in front of me, the fear in my face silently pleading. The cop glared at me and lowered the gun. My breath came ragged and worn. Bryon moaned.

The door swung open and two other cops dashed into the room. One was heavyset and sweating, jowls glistening like diamonds. The other was lanky but strong, and had a buzzed cap and sunglasses. The large one held a 9mm too, the other a small-arms machinegun. I feared they would unleash on me, but they didn’t. 

“Everything all right, Pacino?” the lanky one asked.

“Yes,” the first cop said. “Everything’s just fine.” He rubbed his groin. Cold sweat popped on his brow.

“Did he hurt you?”

“No. No, he’s fine. He’s not dangerous.”

“Then what happened?”

“The one on the ground attacked me. I laid him down.”

The cop had started it all. I opened my mouth to protest; Bryon gripped my pant leg. No no

“What do you want us to do with him?”

Pacino licked his lips. “Throw the one on the ground in a cell. I will talk alone with the other.” He pointed at me.

The officers rough-handedly tossed me to the side and grabbed Bryon, lifting him up, and taking him through the door. Blood still smeared his face. I watched his feet, then the officer carrying his legs vanish behind the door, and it swung shut, latch snapping. My eyes fell upon the cop—Pacino, was it?—who now came towards me, suddenly more ominous than ever. And yet I found the energy—the courage—to say, “You took the first swing. He was defending-“

“I’ve been a cop for years. I knew he was about to strike. I was on the defensive. Are you okay?”

“Yes.”

“That bullet, it didn’t hit you, did it?”

“No.”

“Graze you?”

“I’m fine.” One could almost fall for the guy’s lying sense of compassion. No compassion was there. You could see its absence in his eyes, where they shone with a vivid excitement and hatred.

“I’m sorry. Really, I am. I didn’t mean for the gun to go off.”

“Did you mean to plug Bryon if I wouldn’t have knocked you across the room?”

“No. It was a display of force.” Then, “Before my friends got here. Are you thirsty?”

Parched. “No.”

He holstered the gun. “Okay. Whatever. Look. I need to show you something. Come on.”

“Where are you putting Bryon? A cell?”

“They are nice. It’s not like Alcatraz or anything.”

“What about his head? You bruised his temple.”

“Don’t worry! We’ll clean him up. Alvarez is a licensed physician.”

He took me through the door, down a corridor with offices, the computer screens blank, doors open. Blood covered one of the panels of glass, flecks of human flesh branded into the drywall. We went through an electronic door, which was half-wedged open with a night-stick. The hallway bent around and we passed several high-plated glass windows overlooking the road leading towards the highway. Tractor Supply, McDonald’s, Burger King, K-Mart, China Garden, Kroger, and the infamous LaComedia Dinner Theatre were all down that road—and a road branching ran up to my subdivision. A hill and several homes forebode us the view, though we could see the general, quiet mayhem of the streets. And I saw U.D.F. All the windows were shattered and the shelves were knocked over; a gas pump had burst apart into flame, and fire still ravaged the lot, leaving the front of the building charred. Through the smoke I could see several figures moving about within the gut of the gas station department. We went on through a door, into a foyer. And he stopped.

“You wanted to know how long until one of these guys starves? We’re learning.” He reached for the door, looked over his shoulder at me, and added as a precaution, “Don’t get close. The chain could come out.” And he opened the door, and the darkness of the hall filled with that scourging light, and my eyes made out several potted plants, some trees, a bench outside, surrounded by towering brick walls, with barbed wire at the top. A Wendy’s fast food tray brushed inside the doorway, pushed by a delicate wind. A courtyard. Pacino took the 9mm in his hands and went through; I followed.

Almost immediately I saw him. Or her. I couldn’t tell. All I could see was its back; it was crouched in the corner, with a chain around the neck. Blood soaked the back of the shirt in rivulets, and its chest heaved in and out with every breath. I don’t think it had heard us come through. We went behind the bench, feet softly padding over the tiled rock. My blood pressure surged, and I suddenly felt so fearful. Bryon’s paranoia. Conspiracy? I eyed the cop warily, almost with fright; but he didn’t look at me, and instead—clapped his hands.

The man/woman in the corner turned, and I saw the face of a once-beautiful police sergeant, now turned into a ghoul from hell. Her short brown hair was caked this way and that, a concoction of mingled sweat and blood. Her purple skin meshed with the light, and her sunken eyes swiveled in the sockets. Her yellow teeth knocked together and she ran towards us, reaching out with hands in a death-grip. She screamed—I fell against the cop; and then the scream turned into a choke, a gasp, and the chain around her throat tightened; she fell over backwards, landing in several trimmed bushes, next to a spindly hemlock. She got up and came again, but fell back. She did this over and over, eyes betraying all love, and finally she went back to the corner, hunched down, and cowered.

“They don’t learn,” the cop said. He spoke in a whisper. “She’s forgotten about us.”

Clap clap clap

She whipped around, hissed, and launched at us again, falling back several times. Returned to the corner.

“We’ve guessed a memory span of about a minute. And she gives up if it’s a lost cause.”

“How? How’d you-“

“She was a friend of mine. Worked at the Station. We all loved her. She was single, so everybody jostled for her. Then someone came rolling into the Station, one of the first. Before it hit so hard. She said she’d been attacked and bitten, and had knocked the attacker cold. She said it happened in the Eagle View Condos. And then she started getting angrier and angrier. You see, the symptoms aren’t just physical—they’re also psychological. This person, she turned almost inhuman psychologically before she completely made the jump. Taylor didn’t know what to do. The woman was screaming and we had to restrain her. Then she started to morph physicals; Taylor tried to grab her arm, we were going to put her down with some sedatives—not kill her, mind you, just paralyze her—and then she bit Taylor, tore out a chunk of her arm. Taylor had gone hysterical, running around, and she was bleeding so bad. And then when she was getting gauze—I was with her—she threw the gauze away and started cursing, swearing. It wasn’t like her at all. As if her soul was being taken away and replaced with that of a brute animal. Then she started to change, and I backed off. Then we had to lock the doors, and were able to get her in a cell before she went insane. We shot her with tranquilizer—we have some animal tranq guns—and then we strapped her up and put her out here.” His voice wavered; he bit his bottom lip. “She always liked to come out here and read. She really liked John Grisham. She was reading The Testament. It’s still in her locker…” He turned away.

I looked at her now. Yes. She did have a chunk missing out of the arm. And she didn’t see me. 

She’d forgotten.

“It’s the bites,” Pacino told me. “They bite you, and you become one of them. And you—gosh.”

Thunder crackled. She jumped up again and rushed us. Pacino grabbed me by the shoulder and dragged me to the door. It began to sprinkle, some drops splattering on my head. Pacino opened the door wide as the rain began to intensify; lightning flashed above us, the courtyard growing even dimmer, until Taylor—or was it Taylor? No, I didn’t know; couldn’t know—was just a shadow retreating to the corner, making guttural noises with the rain.

“She’s gone,” Pacino mumbled. “It’s not really her. Her body has been stolen.”

And we went back inside. He locked the door behind us. Rain drummed on the roof.

2:00 P.m. 

Sadists forevermore

The courtyard

The green mile
Darkness grew over us again and we walked down the corridor. “You didn’t chain her just because she liked to spend her break out there, did you, Pacino?”

He could read right through me, and I through him. “You’re a bright kid. What’s your name?”

“Why didn’t you kill her? Shoot her?” I remembered the blood on the office window. What led these officers to save the girl, and not the one who had been killed? A horrible idea crept up, an idea only very lonely men could conjure up in their sleep. His reply soothed the ache on my mind.

“She will tell us when it is safe to go,” he answered. “She will die of starvation. And so will all the others, within a bare few hours.”

They were starving her. Seeing when she would die. Seeing how long it would take until the infected were cleansed, not through serums or I.V.s or treatment, but through a grueling and agonizing death. I imagined her death-throe wails, chained and unable to flee, scorched beneath the bitter sun, skin wrinkling back and opening, revealing bloody flesh and muscle. Writhing in the garden, her wails shaking the Station walls.

The windows looking over the street passed to our right, revealing heavy rains pounding the grass and trees and slopes and buildings. Sheets of rain swam over the street, between the wrecked vehicles, and fires were smothered, choking dying flames. The thunder shook the building foundation. Mist rose up from the grass, scratching over the window panes. One of the windows held a jagged crack, the panes on either side held taught and tense, on the verge of breaking. But the windows were gone and we went back into the hallway with the offices. Surprised he didn’t take me back to the desk room, he dragged me in the other direction. The air grew colder. Another set of electronic doors, wedged open with a crowbar. He put his foot in and took out the bar, then with muscles rippling slid open the doors, ducking inside. The doors swung shut behind us, smacking together with a loud crackling.

A blank television set lie on the ground, the screen broken. Chairs were scattered about the room, and several mounted video feeds on the walls and ceiling hung like a ghostly fog. The two other officers saw me and turned their heads, muttering to themselves. Laughing. The big one slid a hand over his mountainous stomach. 

“Take it easy, boys,” Pacino said. “I just need to show him.”

The skinny one—Alvarez, I think—jumped in front of another door. “Whoa, whoa. I don’t think so.”

“Come on. He needs to know.”

“Why? Why does he need to know?” He glared at me. “Is he not content with living?”

“Stand down, Alvarez,” Pacino growled. “Or I’ll lay you down.”

Alvarez’s hand draped down to the 9mm in the holster. I flinched. Pacino laughed. “Don’t. You’re tense. Don’t be. We just checked on Taylor.”

“How is she?”

“She’s fine.”

“Still going to the movie with her Sunday night?”

“Plans change, my man.” 

Alvarez stepped aside and we went through. The carpeting turned bare and cold. Concrete. My eyes adjusted. It was much darker. Shadows loomed out at me. Barred shadows. Iron bars. Cells. But my ears caught it before my eyes—deep, ragged breathing, shuffling feet. I cocked my head towards the sound; Pacino was walking away, but I tore off, walking over towards the sound. Under my breath, not wanting Pacino to hear, I breathed, “Bryon?” I peeled through the darkness. No windows to let even the gracious light of the storm. Thunder. “Bryon? Are you-“ I felt something run into me, cold and hard. I jumped back, almost falling, then cursed myself. Just a cell. I had ran into- The attack came out of the shadows, and I saw the barred teeth; the naked man threw himself against the bars, bleeding from several places, enclosed like a lion, only much, much more vicious. Drool fell down from swollen, blistered lips. His eyes rolled as clawed hands, the fingernails ripped off, coated with blood, came at me through the bars. The bony fingers touched my I.G.A. shirt and I ripped away, tumbling and falling hard on my rump. I could still see the figure grabbing through the bars at me; Pacino came from nowhere and took me up, grabbing me under the armpits. He lifted me to my feet, and I stumbled back, into the wall. My heart sprinted a marathon.

Pacino said, “We’re keeping them in here.” We both watched as the infected man leaned against the bars, lacerated chest quivering with each torn breath. His yellow eyes looked us over. He didn’t move. I feared the bars would break. He opened his mouth and made some horrible, almost inhuman noise, and he several resounding calls echoed through the chamber. The cells were full. Full with those whose only desires were to kill. Nothing more. Just to kill, and to spawn killers. “Test subjects.”

Test subjects

“We stripped this guy here down. His name is Alan Schmidt. We took fingerprints when we tranquilized him earlier today. He is a business manager of human resources at Delphi Automotive.” Now he was a monster. “Father of four, divorced twice. Member of the Atheist’s Club, a long-time chairman. Do you believe in God?”

I swallowed. “Yes.”

“It is good. To believe in God. Especially now. Because God is all you have.”

“Do you believe in God?”

He paused. “I believe we’ll need a miracle to live.”

He led me through the darkness, then light burst forth. He had grabbed a flashlight off the wall. “I am a fool,” he told me, apologizing. “I should’ve grabbed a flashlight before we came in. But I wasn’t thinking. I didn’t think you’d wander off like that. Don’t go messing around again, okay?”

Chaining friends in a storm. Performing tests on a business manager. Why would I want to go messing around?

“He’s in here.”

“Who?”

“You’re friend.” 

He unlocked a cell and opened the door. I heard grunting and metal-against-metal. He lowered the flashlight over a bed against the brick wall. Bryon lay there, strapped in. Drool dribbled down his face and he stared up at us with the look of anger and hate in his eyes. I never would have imagined the rebellious Bryon being strapped down like this. His arms and legs pushed against the wrought-iron chains. I had seen such a table before. Surfing the web once, I had gotten to the San Quentin website—they used gurneys like this when executing an inmate via lethal injection. No. Don’t tell-

Pacino knelt down next to Bryon, stared into his oval eyes. “I have told your friend here everything you wanted to know. He hasn’t run. He isn’t dead. And I imagine he is more comfortable here than ever.” What a shot off the wall. “Promise me you won’t try any tricks again, and I’ll let you free of this, and give you some water. The tranq often makes people thirsty.”

His voice was raspy. “You-“

“Promise me. That’s all I need. And you’ll be freed. And you’ll get water.”

In the cell next to us, something moved. The beam didn’t touch.

Bryon’s eyes were wide.

“Do you wish to see?” Pacino asked, smiling crookedly. “We will leave then. Do you wish to see?”

Bryon stared into the cell next to us, the darkness cloaking anything beyond.

Pacino whispered into his ear, “Do you wish to see?”

His eerie words made my blood sour.

And he stood, rolling the flashlight in his hands, and swung it over the floor, knotted and cracked, over the moldy iron bars, and into the cell. Several hunched figures—an old woman, a beautiful damsel turned into Satan’s child, and two boys and a girl—threw themselves with a shriek at the bars. The entire room shook as they snarled and screamed, wincing in the bright light.

Bryon’s body thudded against the gurney, terror gripping him. 

In the cell beyond, more figures danced in the shadows, aroused. The shouts of the infected echoed through the brick and concrete room. 

Bryon shivered. Goose-bumps spread over my arms, and I edged towards Pacino and the gurney.

Pacino whirled the light around, focusing it on Bryon’s face. Bryon’s eyes snapped shut. His breath came out in wisps of warm air. The sounds died down, but we all knew—they were there. 

Watching 

Hunting 

Pacino rose and told me, “Let’s go. I am sure you are thirsty.”

He moved past me and to the door. I glanced back at Bryon, mentally pleading, Come on, don’t stay…

The cop snapped, “Do you want to stay here, too?”

I backed out. Pacino was shutting the door, and danced the flashlight beam into the next cell (cage). The infected hurled up against the iron bars. A screw popped out of the ceiling, falling through the air, clinking over the concrete, rolling next to one of the gurney legs. Pacino grinned and flashed the light off.

Bryon hollered, parched, “Okay. Okay. I promise. Just let me out of this effing cell!”

Pacino went back inside. “Good choice. I don’t know about those bars. They’ve held up so far. But weird things have happened. We all know.” He undid the clamps and helped Bryon up. Bryon turned his eyes away and hurried out of the cell, a somewhat sluggish hurry, as his numb legs didn’t carry him so poignantly. Pacino shut the cell and led us through the jail room, and the door opened, and brilliant light—no, not light, darkness, except the windows let in light that burned like angel’s fire compared to the dank cells—blinded us. We rubbed our eyes and went in. 

The other officers hissed and jumped up.

Pacino said, “Sit down or you’ll be in the cell.”

They lowered back down.

He took us to a room we hadn’t yet seen. It held two stuffed chairs, a bookcase and a computer. He threw us in, said, “See you,” and locked the door tight. We were left alone in the superb darkness. But it was warm—and we weren’t surrounded by the creatures born of hell.

“This is an improvement,” Bryon said, rubbing his stiff muscles.

I pulled a lighter out of my pocket. Faith had given me one at U.D.F. I flicked it open, and the lighter burned sharp, twisting its golden beams over the room. We spotted some scenic candles and lit them. Never-before used. The wicks burned solid. I slid the lighter back into my pocket and fell into one of the chairs. My eyes drooped. What time was it? My watch read twenty after 2:00. Unbelievable. My stomach growled. Chicken and tuna didn’t quite rub me full. Bryon paced back and forth, peering at the shelves. Dusty books, stacks of magazines. Police reports, some medals. Pictures of a smiling family at some lake house somewhere, dressed in fishing gear and holding tackling. He went through the drawers, picked something out, and shoved it into his pocket. I couldn’t see what it was.

“So you made a new friend,” he finally said. “That cop. Nice guy.”

I winced. “He let you out.”

“What good is it to take a guy out of prison and put him in jail? Modest comfort. Modest. But still prison.”

“I’m here, too. And, no, we’re not friends.”

“Do you think this room is tapped?”

“Even if it is, power’s out.”

“They could be listening behind the door.”

“So? Who cares?”

Bryon brushed some papers and a pen aside on the desk and sat down, legs dangling. “What’d he tell you?”

I took a breath. “He showed me.”

“What?”

“Showed me.”

“No. What did he show you?”

“They chained up one of their officers. A woman. She’s in the courtyard, in the cold rain. I’m not saying give her mercy. It’s a good punishment. But they treat her like a whore. Treated her, I should say. And do you know why she’s in the courtyard? They’re starving her. They have this theory that all these sick don’t eat food, and they’re right, and they say that they’re going to see how long until they starve to death. Noble, maybe. But you were in those cells. They’re testing them. Odd, isn’t it, if they think this will all be over in a couple weeks, when they all starve to death?”

“They’re sadistic.”

“I think. They’re all, like, twenty years old and horny as heck. The woman in the courtyard…”

“If you even mention it, I’ll slit your effing throat.”

“Then I don’t need to.”

“Why do you think they locked us up?”

“I shudder at the thought.” 

“We should’ve just kept running. Right on past this place. Maybe to the library or something.”

“Maybe we could.”

He laughed. “How could we? You’re insane. We’re locked up. How we gonna get out, Sherlock?”

“We’ve got to do something. Call it soul-force, call it premonitions, call it whatever the heck you want to, but I’m getting the vibe our being locked up is a great comfort compared to our future.”

“You got that right.”

I looked up at the ceiling. Tiles. “Bryon, didn’t your mom used to lay tiles on ceilings?”

“No. Her friend did.”

“You helped her once, didn’t you?”

“A long time ago.”

“Look at the ceiling. Bryon. The ceiling.”

He obeyed, and a smile crossed his lips. “I’m glad I did. I didn’t get paid. Not till now.”

“You’re tallest. Go first.”

“No. You. If they come, I can fight them better than you.”

That was for sure. I stood on the desk and leaned up, grabbing one of the tiles. It shook under my hands. Drywall fluttered down, flaking over my work shirt. I wrestled the panel free and handled it down to Bryon. He set it against the bookcase. “Give me a push.” He did, and I was raised up, and squirmed through the opening in the ceiling. It was dusty and old, stinking of mildew and age. Of bones. I crawled over the tiles. They held. Bryon told me he could see me moving on the tiles. They bulged. Not good.

He said, “Look for a wooden beam. There should-“

“I see it.” I crawled through the darkness, crouching on top of it. Dust filled my lungs. I couched.

Light from the candles barely pushed through into the ceiling cavity, but blotted as Bryon stepped onto the desk. He pushed the tile up and disappeared. There was a loud crash, the splintering of wood. My heart skipped a beat. I heard the door swinging open. Silence. Footsteps below. Sweat stung my eyes, turning the dust on my face to a ruddy powder. Bryon then appeared, gracefully joining me in the cavity. He pushed the tile back down over the opening, so no one would imagine a thing. He sat on the wooden beam, the bulge of his body on the tiles vanishing just as running feet burst into the room below us. Pacino, Alvarez, the fat man. All cursing. Screaming. Shouting. Bryon and I held out breaths; I swear even now that somehow—in the impermeable blackness—I could see Bryon’s wacky smile. He was enjoying this. And so was I. Somehow. I guess all boys would. After all, didn’t God create us wild and adventurous and passionate and embedded with a warrior’s spirit?

Alvarez breathed, “They’re gone.”

Foul words. Pacino: “I can tell that! Where the heck did they go!”

“The door was busted open,” the fat man mumbled. 

“We didn’t run into them,” Pacino said. “They must have gone the other direction.”

“They’re trying to leave through the front doors,” Alvarez said, swearing. “Let them go.”

“No! No!” Pacino howled. “We need them! How else are we to be sure about the disease communication?”

So that was it. They were to use us to discover how the disease transfers from infected to healthy.

Lab rats. That’s all we were. Lab rats. Soul-force. Premonitions. Whatever. But I was right.

“Shoot them if you see them! Don’t kill them! The dead can’t be struck with the disease.”

They ran out of the room, slamming the door. Silence.

I said, as lowly as I could, “They’re going to find us. They’re gonna block our exit.”

“We’re not leaving,” Bryon said. “Not yet.”

“What? We’re just going to roost here till hell walks?”

“No. No. You understand, don’t you, Austin, that no one messes with Bryon and survives?” There was a mad—deranged, even!—twinkle in his eye. I thought gruelingly to myself, Is he enjoying this?
“You’re insane.”

“Just follow me.”

We moved over the beam, then slid onto the tiles, placing our weight carefully as not to fall through. Something didn’t make sense. We weren’t going the right way. Not at all. We were going back. Back. A shudder ran through me. Back to the cells. I wanted to turn around, to return to the front, but I knew deep down that the cops weren’t dumb enough to overlook a clever little scheme Bryon set up, and would hunt for us. But they wouldn’t go into the cells. No. They would never imagine us going there, especially not Bryon.

“There’s no way to get out from the jail,” I said.

He didn’t flinch. “I know.”

“So where are we going? The courtyard?”

He stopped, and I nearly ran into him. He placed his ear to a vent, then turned his head, and peered below. Muttered something under his lips. Then he raised his hand, clenched it into a fist, and slammed it hard into the grill. The grill plopped out, but strained the girders supporting the tiles; I gave a shout as the tile under my right arm gave way, and I pitched forward, bashing my head on a pole, then flipped around and fell, spinning wildly; I landed hard on the ground, in the darkness, body stinging. 

I lay crumpled in a fetal position, against something warm and hard. Wood. Bryon landed next to me. 

Then something came at us from the shadows, swiping, growling; a woman who stank of garlic and dried blood. I writhed back, seeing her shadow sweep towards me; a bright flash of light, a clap of thunder so loud it sent lightning into my eardrums, and blood burst out back behind the woman’s skull, spraying the wall. She tumbled down and collapsed to the ground. Bryon lifted me up; I smelt the acrid reek of gunpowder.

“Found it in the office,” he said, and turned to the lock. He raised the gun and blew it away.

We moved out from the cell, and I took a flashlight off the wall, turned it on. The figures in the cells threw themselves against the bars, screaming at us. Bryon made sure there were no more in the cell we had escaped from, and then he moved to the back. Away from me (wasn’t that a Puddle of Mudd song?). I protested, and he told me to get close to the door.

I did as I was told. I could hear voices behind the door. Footsteps towards us. Oh no…
Gunshots came and light danced over the grimy walls. “Bryon!” I yelled over the screams of the infected.

He wheeled around, racing at me, screaming, “Go! Go! Go!”

“They’re coming!”

“I effing know!”

I spun around and dove for the door; but it burst open, swinging wildly, hitting me in the forehead, opening up the brutal wound that had clotted. Blood streamed into my eye, stinging. I fell to the floor as the cops blew through; they tripped over me in the dark and sprawled out over the floor. Bryon grabbed my hand and ripped me to my feet. The flashlight beam spreading from my shaking hands flew over the grounded officers, then up into the room, where the infected were rushing at us like zombies from hell. 

“Austin! Austin!” Bryon was already running; my feet followed.

One of the cops got to his feet, pointed the gun at my back.

“Austin! Down!” Bryon fired a shot as I threw myself into a chair. The bullet cackled over me and hit the cop in the shoulder, throwing him down. The cop’s gun skittered into darkness. I got to my feet and ran after Bryon. He had disappeared down the hallway. I gave one last look back to see the infected swarming over the cops, tearing them up alive; their screams shook the Station and blood covered the floor. Vomit at the back of my throat. And I was in the hallway. Bryon nowhere.

I fell against the wall, breathing hard. “Bryon? Bryon!” My wails echoed back to me.

The bloodstained office window.

No. I was not going to end up like that. I wasn’t going to get shot in the head.

Bryon whirled around the corner. “They’re coming in the front! We’re trapped!”

“The courtyard!” I took him through the doors and down the corridor. Bryon locked the doors and followed. 

“They’re coming in through the entrance,” Bryon said. We neared the windows. “I don’t know what-“

Something slammed against the windows next to us. We fell back to see infected smearing blood and bile over the mirrors, pressing up against it. I recognized one of them as a regular IGA customer. A nice, aged old man. Funny. Cracked lots of jokes. Made us laugh. Now blood dribbled from his mouth and an eye dangled from the socket, drenching that entire side of his face a deep red, lacerated by raindrops from the raging storm outside.

Bryon choked, “They’re surrounding us…”

They threw themselves against the glass again. The pane with the webbed crack groaned.

“It’s going to break,” I said.

So we took off, through the door into the courtyard. Rain hammered down. The plants were matted under a small network of muddy fingers, and the tree rocked back and forth, ominous in the dashing lightning. Taylor turned to face us and ran towards us, screaming; Bryon raised the gun and shot her in the head; her head flipped back, the back of the scalp blown to the ground. The chain wrenched her back and she turned as she fell, revealing the bloody hole.

I couldn’t help it, and vomited all over the mud. Bryon went past and stepped onto a picnic table, grabbing a rain gutter, and pulling himself onto the roof. I followed, and he tugged me up. 

We stood up there in the rain, and I thought to myself, This is great. We’re going to get struck dead by lightning.

Bryon stared at the library across a wide quarter-mile stretch of green lawn. The remains of the Bronco smoked in the cold drizzle. Rain dripped down his face as he said, “I guess we can go to the library now.”

“We should go to the park. Into the woods.”

“I don’t know if that’s such a good idea.”

“There’ll be people in the library. Maybe infected. Look at all the cars by the entrance.”

“The woods, eh?”

“We run past the library-“ I had to pause. Thunder droned out my voice. “Run past the library, then back behind the subdivisions, and we’re at north park.”

“It’s a long way to run.”

“It’s what I’m doing. You volunteered to come.”

“All right. Whatever, man.” And he jumped down to the ground without giving it a second thought. He sprang lightly to his feet and took off across the lawn, becoming a shadowy figure in the rain, then disappearing to the falling sheets. I was alone. Shivering. 

It was so far down. At least ten feet. “Screw it.” I didn’t think. And I found myself falling. The ground rushing up at me. Should’ve stayed on the roof… I hit hard and rolled, feeling the wet grass sticking to my flesh and clothes. My right knee burned like sulfur. I came to and ran across the lawn, through the rain; behind me I heard several shouts and cries, one sounding like the scream of Pacino, but didn’t dare to look back. I emerged into the parking lot and Bryon appeared next to the bushes that lined the library. It was dark inside the windows.

“Still want to go through the park? It’s unlocked. The doors.”

“If anyone in there was worth thinking about, they would have locked the doors.”

I could hear the shouts of the infected from the Station coming closer.

“Sounds like you drew a crowd.”

“They’re only going to arouse more. Come on.”

We took off into the rain.

3:00 P.m. 

North Park

The woods

Chelsie’s dad
The moist earth squished beneath our shoes as we made our way around the back of library. The wide-branched oak tree with the benches underneath it—my old Spanish teacher would come out here and read after school, on the benches, under the tree, warming in May sun—came out of the dreaded rain, drenched in fog. One of the benches had been knocked over, and at the base of the tree, the mulch had footprints filling with water. Bryon took us past, and the tree and the library vanished. The cries of the infected were gone with it, too, and soon we came upon several houses, cryptic, and abandoned. One was half-burnt to the ground; a woman lay sprawled on the ground, a revolver in her hand, and a hole through her head. She had taken the easy way out. Crossing between two homes, we jumped a fence. A dog came out of a doghouse, shivering and pale, watching us with droopy eyes. He cowered back into the doghouse when thunder shook the earth. Bryon scaled the fence, and I followed, cutting my pants on the pointed scaffolds lining the wooden boards. A line of trees rose out of the mist, and by now we were soaked and cold and covered with goose-bumps. Clothes stuck to our skin.

“North Park is just beyond these trees,” I said. 


The pine trees sheltered us from the rain, and we walked over a browning bed of fallen pine needles. Birds called to each other in the branches above, and soon we exited onto a road. There were no vehicles, as the road was barely traveled, but a tree on the median had been torn down and left dappling over the right side of the road. The road banked right to our right, leading to several apartments and to the multi-laned avenue that ran south to our school and Franklin, and north to Downtown Dayton. Left was more packed homes in a packed subdivision. We ran across the road, mere shadows in the drenching rainfall—ah, spring showers, never better—and came to a low mount. We lumbered over it and slid down the other side, coming to an empty parking lot. 

No one visited North Park in the morning hours—it was for students and white-collar joggers. It was decent, and while not the best, it was the talk-of-the-town when it came to places to hang out. It sported a never-before-used amphitheatre, basketball and tennis courts, a pond overflowing with frogs and tadpoles—no fishing, please!—and a skateboarding enclosure. Oh. And for you white-collar folk, a concrete path that wound its way around North Park—a shred under a mile.

Rain ran in rivers over the pavement, but then we were in the grass, ascending a hill, the steep sides covered in runny mulch. Down the other side. The amphitheatre came at us, plastered against the thick woods that ran down to the wooden bridge, then jutted right into my subdivision. From there, over the gravel pathway, up the crooked steps, past the Gazebo, down and up the street, past St. James, and my house would be there. I was nearly there. My heart leapt. Almost there… Almost there…

“Are we going through the woods?” Bryon asked.

“Yes. How many times have you been here?”

“Once or twice.”

“I’ll show us the way.”

The amphitheatre rose to our left, and then I found the trail, even though it could hardly be made out in the heavy rain. I knew this place like the back of my hand. Chad, Drake, Les and I had hung out here hundreds of times—no exaggeration—in the last two years. The ground was filled with rainwater, and stuck to our feet, making sucking, slurping noises as we walked. The trees formed thick, overgrown barriers to our sides, and the path wounded through the forest, and what with all the rain reminded me of the Congo. I could feel the eyes of a tiger, or a gorilla, prancing over me. Except tigers and gorillas weren’t our worries. No. Not at all.

“We’re almost-“

Bryon grabbed my shoulder, fingers digging into my like hooked claws. “Quiet.”

My leaping heart fell to my stomach, then up into my throat. “What?”

“Listen.”

Just the rain. The rain falling through the canopy, sprinkling on the path before us, on the newly-sprouting leaves of the trees and woods and plants, the rushing creek bellowing like an ancient blow horn somewhere down the trail. It would be gushing with water. But the creek. And the rain. I turned my head and looked at him—his eyes were wide, and his face was pale and covered with goose-bumps under dripping rainwater. 

He looked down at me. “They’re all around us. In the woods.”

They’re all around us. In the woods…

A horrendous shriek shook the heavens to our left, and one called out to our right. Another behind us. Then all at once, lost in the thunder. Bryon shoved me down and bolted down the path. I fell and landed hard in the mud, ankle and elbow searing with pain. I grunted and got to my feet. The screams, the screeches, all around us. The woods shuddering as they moved forward. Bryon shouted. I saw him vanish down the path, and then I, too, followed. I slipped and slid over the mud, but somehow didn’t fall. The screams made me want to join, but my mouth was clenched tight, jaws crying. Then they stopped. The shrieks quit.

Just the rain.

I came to a stop, breathing hard.

Just the rain.

And I saw it. Blood splashed the tree to my right, and was all over the ferns and leaves. Blood on the other side, too. Dripping and smearing in the rain. Footprints at my feet, some filled with maroon water, came to a halt, then were dragged into the woods. I swallowed and tried to peer through the dense foliage. Couldn’t see three feet in. The Congo. People died in the Congo. And weren’t there cannibals in the Congo? Oh, this was all too-

Something emerged from the woods forty or so feet behind me, on the path. I turned and saw Bryon standing there. One of his arms was gone, leaving a stump that gushed blood all over his shirt, down his pants, to the ground. His eyes were sunken, and his goose-bumps were purple-red. His lips unfurled, revealing golden teeth, golden with hatred. His fingers came into claws, and he hunched over, foaming at the mouth. He stared at me. Then rushed.

I swiveled and ran down the path. I could hear him coming towards me, slipping and falling in the rain. I dove into the woods in the hope of escaping. Bryon was trying to kill me. I saw figures in the woods, all around; they screamed and shouted, but were held back by the dense network of dangling and coiled foliage. They were trapped in weeds and brambles, caught by vines, tripped over roots poking from the ground. Bryon ran into the woods, following me, trying to wind his way through the woods. I came out of the trees, onto the path.

The creek roared, and the bridge loomed up. I ran to the bridge, and over the wooden planks, resounding hollow beneath me. A man came at me from across the bridge, growling and snarling. I hit him with my shoulder, grabbed his shirt, and through him against the railing; he fell back, swiping at me, and I grabbed his legs and threw them over; he flailed and fell, landing in the runny waters, bashing his head on a rock, leaving a blood smear.

Bryon and the other infected swarmed from the woods, onto the bridge.

I bolted across, to the gravel pathway, up the crooked steps, past the empty gazebo lost in the drilling rain shower. I had never run so fast. I had never felt my legs burn so bad, my chest collapsing with the energy sapped from my muscle. I was too close to give up, to become like them. Too close, too close, too close. I had always ridden my bike down the street to North Park; it was steep, and so I had always walked the bike. If I only had the bike now. Or my Jeep. I would rush away so fast, and leave them behind me. A glance over my shoulder. They were still following, rounding the corner from North Park.

I tore onto the road that led right to my house. A car had slammed into a patio window of a home, and the glass had been blown out onto the street. Shards crunched under my shoes. St. James appeared, the crooked sign hanging limp as ever, sparkling with rain drips. The infected were gaining on me. They couldn’t feel pain, couldn’t die—my energy was sagging, I was about to fall over and just go to sleep, to give up all hope, but no! I pushed on. And then I saw more of them. Blocking my way from around the bend to my house.

“Mother.” I turned onto St. James. The two groups merged and followed. The street made a radical change. These guys weren’t too smart, right? So I went off into a lawn—Chelsie’s house, I remembered—and jumped the fence, landing hard on the other side. Saw spots. Rain covered me. My entire body ached. Vomited blood all over the grass.

My own house was on the other side. I stood, and peered through the gaps in the fence. The infected had come to a stop on the street. They noticed I was missing. I watched, then told myself I didn’t have much time. They’d go looking eventually. I had to get home before that. I carried myself to the back porch of Chelsie’s home; the back door was locked. A figure appeared behind the glass—her dad. Her dad came to the door-window and opened it, looking at me in the rain. I looked back. He smiled at me. Relief.

“Have you seen my daughter, Austin?”

“No.” I rushed for the fence.

Her dad came out into the rain. “What are-“

But I climbed the fence and fell over, landing on my back. Why couldn’t I just climb fences like a normal person? I ran underneath several poplars, and was in my backyard. The house rose after me. I heard the shrieks of the infected, the breaking of wood, and I heard Chelsie’s dad screaming, and gunshots shaking the land, and I heard his scream cut off under the screeches of the infected. I sprinted up my lawn and to the small door leading into the garage. I twisted the handle. Locked. Slippery with rain. I hunched over and crawled through the doggy door. 

I was in the garage.

4:00 P.m. 

“Get away fro me.”

My father

Reunion
The sweet smell of gasoline enveloped my senses. Our garage always smelt of gasoline, ever since our dog had knocked over a gallon and let it seep into the wood of the shelves. The garage door was down, but hazel light came in through the door window. Rain thudded dully on the roof. The Malibu and Transport came out of the darkness; I ran my hand over the cold metal of the vehicles, making my way to the door into the house. 

The doggy door flipped back; I spun around and the dog ran in. I cringed back. But he wasn’t infected. He jumped up on me and licked my face, his wet tongue trailing drool all over my clothes. I pushed him down, stepped up and tried the door. Locked. I rummaged for the key under the step, after a few tries pushed it into the lock, twisted. The door swung open, a cool draft from the kitchen overpowering me. Hard to believe that just hours before I had left without a thought in the world—not a word to death or nightmares or even Hartford, the heart of it all. How appropriate. All because of Hartford, and the world was tumbling down.


“Stay,” I told the dog, keeping him in the garage. I shut and locked the door. He’d bark if anyone came close. A good warning. “Mom? Dad?” My own voice moved through the rooms. The grandfather clock ticked back the seconds. Ice clattered in the refrigerator. I moved over the tile, into the den. Dad kept his Nascar memoirs in here, not to mention the filing cabinet with all our records, and the computer. We never turned off the computer. It’s dark screen seemed odd. “Mom?” I called. “Dad?” My feet took me into the parlor.

Rain on the roof. Never-ending rain.

I peeked into the living room. The furniture lay quiet. Like tombs.

Steps led up to the bedrooms, two baths and the closet with the washer and drier. 

“Mom? Dad?”

Another stairwell went down into the basement. But no one ever went down there. I headed up when I heard something move about down in the basement. I snuck back down, opened the door to the basement, and crept down the steps. The workroom with all of Dad’s tools was barricaded by a shut and locked door—he didn’t trust Ashlie—or me—with his tools. In the room to the right, the pool table sat with the balls all swash-buckled over the green felt. My friends and I always held tournaments, goofed off and hung out around the table.

Was Les alive? Faith? And Amanda? Was she okay? Or were they infected to?

Was I alone?

Light floated from the door to the family room. The television was in there. It was a small, packed room. It had been my room once, but I had moved back upstairs. The lights were out with the power—what was pushing light under the door? My heart hammered in my chest. I reached out for the doorknob. Shuffling beyond. Pushing open the door. A magna-flashlight glared at me, stinging my eyes. I stepped into the room, around the flashlight; too bright to see. And then my eyes cleared, and I saw Mom in the corner, her back to me; something was in her hands.

“Mom?” I croaked, too happy to see her. She wasn’t attacking me. She was-

She turned her head towards me. I saw purple rashes on her skin, and her eyes were sinking. Her lips quivered. She glared bullets at me and hissed, ”Get away from me.”

I had never heard that terrible voice from her before. I stepped away, too frightened to react.

She showed her hands. A revolver. She loaded a bullet into it. Small caliber. And another. “There’s only two, Austin. Only two. One for me. And one for your father.”

“Mom…”

No.

No.

No.

“It was meant to be,” she told me. “This was supposed to happen. I don’t want to be like them.”

I just stared at her.

“I’m sorry it has to end like this.” She put the gun to her forehead. “I’m sick. Very sick. I can feel the changes now.” The cold barrel illuminated beads of sweat on her face. The forehead I kissed every morning before school. I stepped towards her. “Don’t, Austin. Don’t get close. Please. I don’t have much time. He bit me.” She squeezed her eyes shut, the revolver to her head. “I love you. Don’t get too close. Protect your sister. I don’t think he knows.”

“Mom!”

The revolver barked; the back of her head splattered all over the wall and she pitched to the side, landing hard. The pistol rolled out of her hands. I screamed and dove for her, landing next to her. But her eyes were vacant. Blood gushed all over the carpet. Those terrible, awful, loveless eyes stared at me, blank and unrevealing. I shuddered and tore away, lunging for the door. I spewed vomit all over my pants and fell out of the room, swinging the door shut. I fell to the ground, cowering, pulling my knees up to me. She was dead. She had killed herself. I had seen it. Tears fell down my face. Now I knew how Faith had felt.

The front door to the house shook. I got to my feet and ran up the stairs, faced the door. I could imagine them coming in. Oh well. What was the point anymore?

Protect your sister

I don’t think he knows

The door splintered, then burst open, tearing the screen door down. I sprinted up the steps and burst into Ashlie’s room. Dad hovered over the bed; Ashlie was sleeping. 

“Dad!”

He whipped around and screeched.

He was one of them

My own father—kin, flesh-and-blood—came at me, swiping. I ducked out of the room and ran down the steps. People were coming in the front door. I ran into the den, bashing my knee on the desk. Dad appeared at the top of the steps, howling a blood-curdling scream. I yanked at the garage door; locked; yanked harder. The lock popped and I ran out into the garage, into the darkness. Around the back of the vehicles. And I found it. The axe that Dad used to cut firewood and to hack up the trees he would fell at his brother’s house. I took it off the rack.

Dad stood in the doorway, staring at me. He saw me moving and came down the step, around the vehicles.

I ran towards the doggy door. Suddenly the doggy door flew back and Chelsie’s dad’s head appeared, foaming, yellow-toothed. Without a second thought I swung the axe down; the blade slapped into the soft tissue at the neck and his head fell to the floor. Les told me skin was like toilet paper compared to wood. I knew what he meant.

Dad was behind me, rushing. I pulled the axe up and swung around, swinging it wildly.

The broad of the axe connected with his shoulder, throwing him against his truck. He snarled and fell to the ground, squirming to stand. Energy sapped from my arms and legs. I swung the blade down, chopping off part of his leg. Blood sprayed up at me. Dad howled—but it wasn’t Dad, it wasn’t Dad!—and he leapt towards me, but fell to the ground, writhing. I stepped back, gasping for air. “Sorry, Daddy.” And the axe went down, into his forehead; his cap fell back and blood and brain matter stained the cold concrete flooring. I let the axe be and sauntered away, seeing spots.

Mom committed suicide.

I killed my own daddy.

I went back inside. Doogie was nowhere to be seen.

Les, Faith and Amanda stood at the kitchen entrance. Amanda’s side was covered in blood. She held onto her arm tight. Faith looked at me and started crying. Les dangled the keys from a limp hand.

I shut the door, leaned on it. “What happened to you guys?”

“You were right. It was overrun.”

“Only three of you?”

“There was nine when we left. The guy in the wheelchair never even got on the roof. Are you okay?”

“Mom and Dad are dead.” The words were numbing. Surreal. Unbelievable.

Les took me into the living room. I fell onto the leather couch. Listened to the rain outside.

“Do you want to play some pool?” I asked him.

5:00 P.m. 

The Story of the Seasons

The Escape from I.G.A.

What’s that noise in the bathroom?
“Stay away from the windows,” I said as I sat on the couch. I could hear Les and Amanda moving about, hastily, digging through the cupboards. Les stood over me and watched them; from where I sat, I couldn’t see. I turned and looked out one of the windows. Mom always opened the blinds in the morning to let in the sun and the songs of birds. Spring had come. I love Spring. The beautiful colors and the blossoming trees and all that is sacred coming to light. The seasons, they remind me of the Story. The Story I find myself in, the Story all of us find ourselves in. A Story of summer. A Story of a wonderful creation, a Story of love and acceptance, joy and happiness. A Story of discovery and excitement. Then summer fades; fall is on the horizon. Trees go bare. Leaves crinkle and crack, crisp, fall to be trampled. The grass browns. The world dies. Winter. A time of mourning, shivering in the cold, longing, desiring the return of summer. Then Spring! Wonderful spring! Joy! Laughter! Colors! Cooling, refreshing, cleansing rain. A magnificent circle of a Story; we’re in winter; on the verge of spring? “Is this the first flower opening?”

Les took a shot at me: “What’s that?”

I shook my head. “Nothing. Never mind.” Is this the End? The Apocalypse? Coming of Alpha and Omega? Tyler’s words ran over my mind: I just have this deep and innate feeling that the End is here, and I’m excited. I am excited about being here. “Excited now, Tyler?”

Les stared at me as if I were crazy. What’s going through your head, boy?
“Austin!” Faith yelped. “Do you have any bandages? Gauze?”

I stood, divorcing myself from my thoughts. I brushed away from Les, muttering, “Close and lock all the windows. Draw the blinds. Lock the doors. Don’t go downstairs.” I didn’t tell him why. My shoes clattered over the tile flooring. The garage door was unlocked. I locked it tight. They’d come from the front door; Les checked to make sure it was locked. Amanda sat on the kitchen island, clasping a hand over her arms. Faint trails of blood echoed between her fingers. Her face was a contorted mask. Several soiled towels lay next to her, clothed in blood. 

Faith put another one on and said, “We need something permanent. We’re running out of towels.”

“Did it touch the artery?”

“It hurts,” Amanda said.

I remembered Pacino: it’s the bites… it’s the bites that kill you… I looked her in the eyes, trying to hold my fear, trying to keep the color and blush in my face. It’s the bites… “How did you get hurt? Did you get bitten?”

A moment of silence. Then Amanda said, “No. I got hurt getting in the Jeep.”

“How did it get overrun?”

Faith snapped, “Bandages, Austin.”

I nodded, in a daze. Nothing made sense. All the stress and overwhelming anxiety clouded over me, and although I could see, more sharply than ever before, the world was a mist, a fog, and I felt detached. Rerunning in my mind was a tape reel, and I kept seeing my father, standing over Ashlie’s bed. I kept seeing the axe in my hands, bloodied; and I saw Mom, eyes sinking, glowing; her tan skin burning, and I kept hearing the gunshot, over and over and over, the sound echoing, and I could see so vividly her body falling backwards and deep wells of blood stained the wall. This ran over and over in my mind, and the cloud lifted, somehow, I can’t imagine when, and I stood upstairs, standing over Ashlie. My shirt was covered with blood. The world was going to Hell. And Ashlie slept soundly, cuddled up in her covers, oblivious. So peaceful.

I felt someone behind me, the way you can tell when you’re being watched. I didn’t react; through the reflection in the window, I saw Les standing behind me. I looked back down to Ashlie. Les looked out into the hallway and shut the door. He locked it and walked across the room. Ashlie’s Christmas lights ran the rim of her room; a television turned to station 18, now only static, sat on her dresser beside her PS2. Crazy Taxi, Kingdom Hearts, The Haunted Mansion. A striped 1970’s chair sat by her two-door-closet, and on a table beside it was a half-used plastic container of fake nails and glue, some opened and drying-out nail polish. He sat in the chair, staring at a wall of Kodak pictures. Ashlie would take pictures from CIY and youth events, from camps and just pictures of hanging out with friends, and would paste them on the wall. I turned my own head towards them and saw pictures of Drake and Chad, Andrew and Les, Faith and Amanda. Amanda is Ashlie’s best friend. All the pictures were sunny, laughing. In one my father laughed with a bunch of her friends. In another my mother was fixing lunch as I emptied the dish-washer. 

Les’ voice cracked as he talked. “Where are the rest of them?”

“Rest of who?”

Pause. “You know?”

I closed my eyes. “She’s all. Dad is in the garage. Mom is downstairs.”

“How are they?”

“Dad was sick. I killed him.”

He was curious, but didn’t want to press. The tension, so thick.

“Mom killed herself. Dad had bit her. I saved Ashlie before he got to her.”

Les lowered his head, then raised it. “What happened to Bryon?”

“There were a lot of them in the woods. I’m lucky to be here.” I faced him. “And thanks, too.”

“Thanks for what?”

“Thanks for coming here. For being here for me.” I pointed to Ash. “And for her.”

“There’s no place I’d rather be.”

I nodded, and leaned over Ashlie, shutting her window and locking it tight. Through the branches of the maple tree I could see columns of parched smoke rising from the stretching suburbs and Main Street. The door across the street was thrown off the hinges, and one of the windows was broken. I drew the blinds tight, wanting to close it off. Anything to forget, to play like it wasn’t real. I could do it nowhere better than here, in my own home. 

Ash stirred, rolled over, opened her eyes. She looked at me, half asleep. “Austin? What time is it?”

Les didn’t move.

I knelt down next to her. “How you feeling? Your sick bucket is empty.”

“I feel like puking. What’s that on your shirt?”

I shook my head. Dad’s blood, Ash! I killed him! I hacked him to death! “We’re painting the living room.”

“Les?” She leaned up in bed, looking at him. Les looked at her with deep-pitied eyes. She said, “What are you doing here?”

He managed a fake smile. His voice crackled. “Helping.”

“I didn’t know we were painting.”

“Dad…” I choked up, closed my eyes, pushed it down. “Dad’s been wanting to do it for a long time.”

“Where are Mom and Dad?”

I pulled the covers back over her. “Go back to sleep.”

She nodded and rolled over. I ran a hand through her hair. She muttered, “Scratch it.” This time, I didn’t protest, but scratched her head. She grunted and fell asleep. I stepped back, to Les: “Let’s go. Let’s let her sleep.”

We left the room and shut the door. I went into my parent’s bedroom, into the closet. Rummaging between my dad’s work shirts and mom’s blouses, and opening boxes filled with photo albums and alumni awards from college and wedding gown and tuxedo. It was shoved against the corner of the closet. A red cross covered the vinyl sides; opening it, I told Les, “Mom used to be a nurse. She worked in downtown Dayton.” I opened it up and searched for some gauze. A white bundle was rolled up; I took it in my hands and left the closet. Les ducked in and grabbed some antiseptic. His hands slightly shook, but I didn’t say anything. We went back into the hallway, down the steps. A mirror on the wall reflected my face, and until then I hadn’t noticed how haggard I looked. Bags formed under my eyes. My hair – had it grayed? – was thrown this way and that, a storm in the sea. Red-brown splotches of dried blood covered my t-shirt. I saw this, and tiredness swept over.

“Give me the gauze,” Faith said. She took it and said, “Ams, open up the wound.” I stood by the pantry and watched as Amanda removed her hand. Les side-stepped in front of me, blocking my view. Amanda grimaced as Les dumped some antiseptic into the wound. Amanda said something low under her breath; Les shook his head, said, “It’s okay…” That I heard, but everything else was in harsh whispers and stale growls. I touched Les on the shoulder: “Move.” He numbly stepped aside as Faith drenched the wound in gauze, swinging it over and over Ams’ arm. Red stains already dribbled on the gauze; the cloths were soaking in blood, and a pool of blood trickled on the island counter-top. Ams’ arm was streaked with blood, as were Faith’s hands. It looked like a scene from a Vietnam-war movie. 

“How much blood has she lost?” I asked.

Faith responded, “She’s fine. A lot, but not bad. See, there’s still color in her face. She’s not paling. Do you feel faint?”

Amanda shook her head No.

“See?”

“I’m convinced,” I said, turning around. “You’re the nurse expert. Does she need sugar?”

“Food would be nice.”

We hadn’t eaten since the cold chicken in the grocery store. Now as I opened the pantry door it stood out like a gold mine. Faith and Les crowded beside me. We hadn’t realized how hungry we were. Seeing the Hoe-hoes and Twinkies, the strawberry pop-tarts and chocolate mini-brownies. My eyes fell to my stomach, still a little round, but not a blimp as it had been. What was the point of dieting now? I grabbed a Twinkie, nutty-bar, and two packs of strawberry pop-tarts. Ams just sat on the counter. Faith rummaged through the fridge, but everything was lukewarm. She opened up a container of ice cream, smirked, and threw it in the trashcan. 

I opened the silver pack of pop-tarts, said to Amanda, “Not hungry?”

She shook her head. “The chicken made me sick. Too cold.”

I shrugged. “Fine by me.” 

I didn’t notice till later how both Les and Faith had frozen when I asked Ams if she was hungry. Lots of things didn’t come to me later, outstanding anyway. Like how Les had blocked my view of Amanda’s wound, and how Faith worked so hard to convince me she was okay. None of this registered. I just walked through the dining room and into the living room, sitting on the couch, facing the fireplace. Charcoal logs draped the inside. We’d had a fire a few nights ago, something special. Ashlie wanted to cook hot dogs, but it was raining, so Dad had dragged in fire logs and lit the place up. 

Faith stayed with Ams in the kitchen. Les came out to me and sat down with a sandwich.

“Isn’t the cheese and turkey warm?”

“They’re warm when I pack my lunch.”

“Packed,” I reminded. It won’t ever happen again. 
We didn’t talk forever. Then Les asked, “When did you get here?”

“A few minutes before you.”

“What took so long?” 

As I ate the pop-tarts and the nutty-bars, I told him of the chase to the police station, the horrors we there observed, and I told him of the holocaust at North Park, and the vicious chase up St. James, where Chelsie’s dad was consumed – half due to me, sadly – and I made a frantic escape to my own house, crawling through the doggy door to safety – and I didn’t forget the nightmare I encountered downstairs and the beast salivating over my sister. Could all that have happened? It was all so surreal, so unbelievable. I woke up this morning at six o’clock, a suicidal Mom shaking me from the last peaceful sleep I’d ever taste. “Les… what would I have seen, had I stayed?”

He looked at me while he talked, though sometimes his eyes would drift over my shoulders and into the kitchen behind me. I know now what he was looking at. “Maybe twenty minutes after you left, there was a diabetic. He started going into coma or shock or whatever it is diabetics do. He needed some sugar – the levels were low. No one had any food, so we decided he could venture down into the store if he really wanted to. He couldn’t – he was very weak and could hardly stand. So a construction worker volunteered. We let him out and he went down through the meat lockers, out into the store. We locked the door and watched from the windows. By then the people down there – the sick ones – had left the store, going through the broken bay windows. He grabbed some food and was making his way back when one of them came from the baler room. He tried to fight him off, but he got bit really bad in the neck. Blood was spraying all over the shelves, the wine bottles, the dairy products. He finally grabbed a wine bottle and smashed it against the infected’s head. But the sick didn’t go down. He – well, it – came at him again; the construction worker took a piece of the shattered glass and drove it into the infected’s eyes. He ran back to the door; they were about to open it, but we told them not to. He’d been bitten, we said. That was a… a life sentence, in most cases. And this was really bad. He was bleeding all over the place. We told him to go into the meat department and get bandages, but he was being all irrational. It was the sickness. His personality was changing, his emotions swinging. He started hammering on the door. We thought he was going to get in. Then it all stopped. Silence.”

Ams and Faith were listening; Faith was trying to feed Ams a banana, but Amanda wasn’t buying.

Les stared into space, reliving the moment in his mind, replaying it like a game announcer: “We all just stared at each other. Then out of nowhere was a large sound, a big whack and thud. He was hitting the door! One of your coworkers was standing by the door, asking if he was okay. No response. Just hitting the door. He had turned. No question about it. We started crawling out from the roof. The door splintered; I was one of the last people out, and got my legs onto the roof just before the door came down. Someone else tried to escape, but the infected bit into his leg. He screamed and let go and fell down on top of the poor guy in the wheelchair. He tried to fight off the infected, but the infected tore chunks of flesh out of him. And the whole time – the whole time – the fellow in the wheelchair just watched, almost disinterested. Then the infected went off on him, and he just let it come. Resigned to his fate, I guess.”

“Made his peace with God,” Faith said from the living room. 

“Something like that,” Les remarked. “And the guy with diabetes, he was screaming. Couldn’t move a muscle. Really bad diabetic. We heard his screams as we ran across the rooftop, then the screams were cut short. The infected got him. Well, the screams drew infected from the rest of Springboro Plaza, across State Route 73, and from Main Street. We thought we could handle it on the roof, but they were able to climb on top a truck and onto the roof. One of the women with us vaulted off the roof and onto the pavement, running for her life into the buildings of Main Street. I don’t know how she’s doing. Probably not too good. We jumped down from the rooftop as the infected were closing in. We got inside the Jeep and started the engine. There were five or six of us, packed all tight, and I got us out of there, onto state route 73. We hit a few infected; you’ve got bloody spots on the fender.”

“Makes me happy,” I said.

“The infected can’t keep up with the Jeep. It’s too fast – by the time they hear it, we’re gone. So we made it okay to Clear creek-Franklin, but that road was hemmed off by police barricades. Maybe it was one of the first sources of infection here in Springboro? So we went left to Tractor Supply, past Papa John’s, where we used to get pizza all the time with the toppings that would slide right off, then into the parking lot of Wal-Mart, China Garden, Kroger. Two of the three other people with us wanted out there. They said Wal-Mart was a safe bet – had food and guns and blankets, everything you could want for survival. I stopped and told them to hurry the heck up. They got out and slammed the door. Faith was riding shotgun and she shrieked. I looked out her window and there was this girl, maybe six or seven. Her jaw was all bloodied up with skin ripped off and shredded muscle dangling from a mouth and swollen tongue. Her placid eyes stared at us and she pressed blood-stained tiny palms against the door. We’re talking Pretty Princess gone to Hell. We hit the gas as hard as we could and I think we rolled over her foot. But she just watched us leave; the other two people got into Wal-Mart and locked the doors before she could follow them in.”

“Wal-Mart,” I mused. “Sounds pretty safe, now that I think about. Guns are nice.” I didn’t tell them about the pistol. Had they seen it? I don’t think so. I didn’t want them getting their caution-friendly hands all over it. It was mine. One bullet left.

“No,” Faith said quietly. “All the supermarkets and places are probably flooded by the infected. If you want to be safe, go somewhere small. Like a house. Like here.”

Les: “All of lower Springboro was a madhouse. There were infected on the streets, walking around, rambling with no purpose. Accidents all over the place with broken windows and twisted wrecks. I don’t think we saw a single living soul. There were bloody spots on the ground where people fell – then got back up again. We went up that one road with Tom Katz and Grismer Tire and Holiday Inn. Most of the apartments were smoking rubble, probably from a fire earlier. We drove through the country – there aren’t many of them out there.” He paused, chewing on his words, then, “I was thinking, if we could get out there… We saw some homes, and they were locked up and barricades… the infected tend to stay in the urban areas, and maybe if we can get to the country, into the woods or something, maybe then we can get away from all this…”

 “North Park woods were-“

“North Park woods is a tree line,” Les energetically proclaimed. “I’m talking farmland. I’m talking out where the infected won’t wander, where there isn’t any food.”

“Don’t you mean shortage on people?”

Les shrugged. “It’s grotesque. But you know it’s worth a shot.”

“How do you expect to get there?” Flicked the nutty-bar wrapper to the floor. “Drive?”

“We have the Jeep.”

“I was running a dash above empty on the way to school.” So long ago. An eternity. Hours were eternities. “And unless you have the genius idea of stopping at a gas station to take a spare few minutes to refuel while being attacked on every side, sure, good plan.”

“Do you have any gasoline in the garage?”

“Yeah. For the mower. Let’s ride that into the countryside.”

Les’ eyes steamed and he mentally pulled his hair. “We have to have a plan!”

“We don’t,” I calmly said. “Every other plan has failed. So we stay here. Hole up. Welcome to the Alamo.”

“We don’t have food.”

“There’s a whole lot of that in the countryside.”

Les glared steel magnolias. “I don’t want to sit here and wait to die and rot.”

“You come over three times a week. We have three doors out. You know where they all are.”

“How can you give up so quickly?”

“It was Thoreau who said, ‘Men live quiet lives of desperation.’ Or something like that.”

“What does that have to do with a plan!”

“Has nothing to do with it. But if we run on hot air, we’re going to be roaming the streets, too, purple-faced and salivating like dogs.”

“This house isn’t impregnable.”

“We aren’t up against an elite army. We’re up against savage animals. This place is fine.”

“For now. But what about tomorrow? Or the day after that?”

“Honestly? I suspect we won’t live that long no matter what the plan. So relax. Enjoy yourself. Shoot some Pool.”

Amanda stood from the countertop and walked upstairs. “I’m taking a shower. If the water still works.”

“Water doesn’t run on electricity,” I said.

Faith sat down with us. “Austin, do you have any candles and matches for when it gets dark?”

“No,” Les said. “Let’s not do that. They’ll see the light from the windows, even though they’re covered. They might flock to light like moths. How do we know?”

The shower turned on. Some commotion upstairs as Amanda got in. The shower door slid shut. I asked, “Les, you didn’t tell me how Amanda got her cut. It looked pretty bad.” No cleverness in my voice. Not now. I hadn’t a clue – too brain-dead from all the hoarse and unfettered ‘excitement.’

Faith glared at Les, but Les didn’t notice: “While we were driving past the burnt-out apartment buildings, the back door popped open. All the food spilt everywhere, and so did Renee. She was the last one of us to go. We hit a curve, the trunk popped, and Renee and all the U.D.F. junk went out the back. Just them some infected were coming from an embankment and ditch. We didn’t stop for Renee. Call me cold-blooded, un-Christian, but things change fast. The infected got her. Faith yelled at Ams to shut the back door. We were going over a hill when she clambered back and began to shut it. Suddenly, over the hill, there was an overturned truck with a half-eaten corpse sprawled over the cab; I swerved to avoid hitting it and rolled into the ditch. She flopped out the back, landing amongst a bunch of weeds. We rolled off the side of the road, too. I stopped the Jeep, Faith grabbed Amanda, she was pretty banged up. We loaded up, stepped on the gas, pulled out of there using a trick I learned in driving ed, and we were on our way, deeper into the rural.”

“I thought she banged it getting into the Jeep? That’s what she told me.”

Les and Faith were quiet; Faith said, “She’s in half-shock.”

“Then should she be in the shower with warm water? You’re a nurse?”

“She should be fine.”

I shook my head. “If we lose her to shock I’ll kill myself.” One more bullet. I went upstairs and tried to get in. The knob rattled. I leaned my head against it. “Ams?” Nothing. I called again: “Ams!”  A dim echo from within the lighthouse-style bathroom; I returned, “How are you feeling? You shouldn’t be getting the bandages wet!” She said it was fine. 

Faith walked up the steps and said, “She’s okay. Go relax.”

I nodded and went into my room, shutting the door. The pistol sat on the computer desk. The computer was dark. I took the pistol and slid it under one of the pillows of my messy bed. I changed shirts, throwing the bloody one into the dirty heap, and pulling on a Nautica long-sleeve. From the light of the window, shades drawn, the room was held in a fuzzy glow, soft illumination reflecting off dinosaur paintings mounted on the wall, a rack of Bibles in my bookcase, with some dinosaur encyclopedias alongside. The fish tank was quiet, and the fish swam along happily. With the door shut, in the silence, I could get a moment’s rest. I crouched down on the bed, fell into the covers. Sleep. Sleep. I closed my eyes – but it wouldn’t come. Exhaustion. So tired. But unable to sleep. Insomnia. I got back up, changed my pants and boxers, threw on new sox, and took off my shoes. I opened the door and went back into the hallway. 

Faith knocked on the bathroom door. “Amanda? Are you okay?”

Puking, groaning from inside. I said, “Shock.”

“Don’t go back into the shower,” Faith said. “Okay? You don’t want to pass out.”

A muffled reply: “I won’t.”

“Never should’ve let her go,” I said matter-of-factly.

“What are you puking up? Bile or blood? Both?”

“It’s just…” Vomiting. “Green.”

“Faith, you can’t just-“

She snapped, “Get out of here! I can deal with this. You’re not a doctor. Get.”

I raised my hands and tromped downstairs. Les was peeking out the window; “Any news?”

“Roads are barren,” he said. “Completely empty. I think things are quieting down.”

“Don’t you mean survivors are dwindling?”

“Do you think there are many more survivors? Holed up?”

“Yeah. Definitely. The whole world isn’t going to fall in a couple hours.”

“Any survivors here in Tamarack?”

“I’m sure.”

“We should try to hook up with them.”

“Stop dreaming, it’s going to-“

THUMP. From the bathroom. Both Les and I looked up at Faith. She had stepped away from the door, ashen-faced. We sprinted up the steps. I shook the knob. Snarled to Faith, “She’d better not have been in the shower. She could drown.” I tried to open the door. “We have a key somewhere, I think it’s in my parents’ room…” I ran into their room and frantically searched, pulling out drawers and boxes and containers. Watches. Dice. Tic-tacs. Some keys to the house, car, truck. I then remembered we also had the van and truck to drive if we wanted. There! I found the key and ran back out. I put it into the keyhole and began to- 

Faith touched my hand: “Don’t.”

Gawking at her as if she were crazy, I spewed, “Do you want her to die?”

“She’s already dead,” Faith said.

“You can’t know that. You haven’t even seen her.”

Les hallowed, “She didn’t fall out into a ditch. We never even hit a ditch. She was bitten.”

Then I understood the ashen color in their faces, the deep fear in their eyes. 

I turned and went back into my room, ripped up the pillow. The polished gun stared at me, crookedly smiling. I picked it up and walked back to the bathroom. Now Les had a knife. He saw the gun and his eyes hardened. “Drop it, Austin.”

“No. We have to put her out.”

“Let’s see if she gets out.”

“You said she is dead.”

Faith stammered. “Yes, but… It wasn’t a bad bite…”

“You remember the TV. A bite is a death sentence. That’s why she’s been sick, had no appetite.”

They didn’t say anything.

“How could you let her in here? You should’ve dropped her the moment she was bitten.”

“Would you have?” Faith growled.

Les mocked, “He killed his own father. He wouldn’t have any trouble with her. He’s a danged good hero.” The sarcasm dripped thin as honey.

“I just don’t want to die,” I said.

Les stepped close, brandishing the knife. “Don’t open the door, Austin.”

Faith felt pinned; she ducked back against the wall. “Guys. Please. Let’s-“

I pointed the gun at Les. “No. You put down the knife. This is stupid. I’m not the one who let the serial murderer in my own home.”

“Austin,” Faith pleaded, “she’s just a girl. It’s Amanda! She’s like your sister.”

“Not anymore. Amanda is no more. Nevermore. She’s gone.”

The door shook. We all stared at the cheap oak wood. It vibrated once more. Something hitting it. Faith’s legs went weak and she took off into my room. Les and I stared at each other, threatening the other to move. The door bubbled outward, then flexed back into place. Again. Again. She was trying to get out. I called loudly, “Amanda. Tell us something. Say something.” A low, guttural growl, a sort of otherworldly menace. I stepped towards the door. 

Les flexed: “Don’t open it!”

“I’m not.” Raising the gun, I fired once into the door. The gunshot screamed through the house, making my ears ring, but in an instant the echo was a memory. Beyond the door was a distant thumb, a crinkling sound, and silence. Faith started crying in my room. My glazed eyes glared at the door, a small hole drilled through the middle of the varnished wood.

“She’s gone,” Les said, half-relieved. “You killed her. You shot her.”

“No. You have to pierce the head. I shot her in the chest. Give me your knife.”

“No way. You don’t need to open that door.”

The gun’s sights reveled over him: “Give me the knife, Les.” He tossed it through the air; I caught it by the blade, almost cutting my fingers. I took it by the handle and tossed the gun to Les. He jumped out of the way; it clattered on the tiled foyer and came to a stop against the wall. I took the key in my hand once more and twisted it in the lock; I kicked the door open with my foot and holding the knife barred, jumped right in. 

Blood had been splattered all over the mirror, and a bullet had fragmented most of it into a webbed masterpiece. I saw my own horrid reflection in the mirror, yet was drawn to Amanda’s naked body, sick and twisted, purple and ghastly, a skeleton of death, opened its yellowed jaws, hollering in rage. She leapt up at me, springing agile; I ducked out of the way and sliced at her with the knife, slitting open her chest. Blood sprayed all against the wall; I elbowed her hard in the face, breaking her nose. Blood trailed down to her mouth; she reeled at me, jaws gaping, teeth dripping with malicious poison; I drove the tip of the blade into her eye; she screeched once and fell still against me. Suddenly the body was so heavy. I side-stepped and let it fall onto the counter, and then into the floor, where blood began to form an ocean on the white-washed tile.

I left the room, my clothes only partially stained with blood. Faith stared at me and Les held the gun. 

He said, “It’s empty.”

To both of them: “Endanger the only family I have left like this again, and I swear I’ll take your lives.”

�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  �� 	Chris Williams—Chad White


	Pat D.—Drake Pearl


	Lee Williams—Les White


	Ally—Erin


	Courtney—Chelsea


	Pat Hague—Hank Prass


	Ashlie—Amanda 


Zach—Zack Stevens


	Kristen—Kelly Stevens


	Megan—Melanie


	Amanda—Ashlie 


	Bryon Hamilton—Bryon Andrews











